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  A power more than human, a will to absolute evil--such
  was he. All who had tried to save her from him perished... Must her true love
  also die?
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    Abdallah cowered behind the bric-à-brac,

    safe, at least, from the eyes of Devil Ritter...

  
 

  

   


  
I. — ABDALLAH


  WHEN a man is stretched out in a comfortable chair with his
  feet propped on the back of another, a good book in his hands and silver
  drifts of smoke rising from his pipe to tangle under the shade of a
  reading-lamp, it requires nothing less than a catastrophe to recall his
  attention and make him change his position.


  Jim Crawley did not change his position, but he looked up from his book
  with a scowl and stared at the ceiling. A soft, hurried footfall sounded from
  the room above, a continuous padding sound like the tread of a cat. All that
  evening, the night before, the night before that, for a week he had heard
  this ceaseless walking with a slight creak at regular intervals as the man
  turned at either end of the room. Crawley removed his pipe, blew a thin
  stream of smoke into the air and decided gravely: "Insomnia or plain
  nerves."


  In spite of this solution the continued sound troubled him. He was glad
  when it broke off, a door closed overhead, and the stairs of the old
  lodging-house groaned under a descending step. He glanced a comfortable eye
  over his room where the spoils of his many wanderings lay here and there, and
  then went back to his reading.


  For perhaps half an hour his peace was unbroken, then the door flew open
  and a man jumped into the room, shutting the door quickly but noiselessly
  behind him.


  Crawley sprang up from his chair with an exclamation.


  The other stared at him with an odd expression, half fear and half horror,
  and whirled back to the door with a cry. Before he could open it Crawley had
  him by the shoulder; under his ample grip he seemed to feel the shoulder of a
  skeleton—there was no suggestion of flesh to his touch. The slightest
  motion of his arm sufficed to jerk the stranger back against the wall where
  he flattened himself, one hand clutching at the smooth surface for support,
  the other hand clutching at an inside pocket of his coat. Crawley seized that
  hand and yanked it out. It came bearing a heavy automatic. He tore it easily
  from the nerveless fingers of the owner.


  "Now what in hell—" he began, and stopped short.


  The other man was trying to speak, but only a faint whisper came from his
  white lips.


  "Out with it!" said Crawley.


  "I seem—I seem," stammered the man, "to have come to the wrong
  room."


  "With a gun," finished Crawley.


  The other reeled where he stood, and a sudden pity took hold of Crawley He
  half carried the man to a chair, propped him up in it, and forced him to
  swallow a stiff drink of brandy.


  "What is it?" he went on in a gentler voice. "Were you up against it, my
  friend, and decided to get the price of a meal at the point of a gun? I'm not
  very flush myself, but I have enough to—"


  He stopped short, for he had taken another glance at the gun. It was of
  the most expensive make, and the handle was heavily chased with gold. Any
  pawnbroker would give fifty dollars for such a weapon. He looked curiously at
  the thin face of the stranger, now not quite so colorless.


  "It has been simply a childish mistake on my part," said the man, making a
  visible effort to seem at ease. "Here is my card. I have the room just above
  this on the third floor. I—I simply mistook the rooms in—in a fit
  of absent-mindedness. And then at the shock—I mean the surprise of
  seeing someone in the room—"


  He had to break off, for his voice was as unsteady as the hand which
  extended a card to Crawley. It bore the name of Vincent Cadmon Noyes. Crawley
  hesitated a single instant. Then he reached out his large brown hand and
  shook with the stranger.


  "Glad to know you, Mr. Noyes. My name is Crawley—Jim Crawley."


  The cold, slender hand pressed his slightly. Noyes rose.


  "You'll forgive my foolishness?" he said with an uncertain smile.


  "If you'll pardon my roughness," answered Crawley, "we'll call quits. Will
  you stay awhile?"


  Noyes dropped back into the chair. There was a strange thankfulness in his
  eyes as he accepted the invitation.


  "I'm very glad to," he said. And then by way of explanation, "it's hard to
  leave such a comfortable chair when one's fagged. And I'm worn out."


  "No wonder," said Crawley, with a touch of irritation, "you walk such a
  lot."


  A question flashed in the eyes of Noyes, but he attempted to laugh.


  "Have I bothered you with my tramping up and down?"


  "A little," confessed Crawley. "What is it? Insomnia?"


  "No," said Noyes, and then hesitated; "yes, I think it's as much insomnia
  as anything else."


  He shifted his eyes about the room, evidently intent on finding some new
  subject for conversation. For an hour he maintained a broken talk about
  little or nothing. Nevertheless Crawley was not bored. There was a singular
  atmosphere about Noyes which fascinated him. It lay in nothing that he
  said—it was rather an indefinable and sinister emotion which the lean,
  white face and the haunted eyes inspired. One detail of his actions
  peculiarly caught the attention of Crawley. His visitor had moved the chair
  until it directly faced the door. By so doing he brought his face in the full
  glare of the electric light, but when Crawley suggested another position, he
  shook his head and insisted that he was too comfortable to move. It was quite
  late before he rose.


  "Good night, Mr. Crawley," he said. "You've given me the first pleasant
  evening I've had in—" He stopped short, and then went on, "May I come
  down to see you again?"


  "Glad to have you," said Crawley heartily. "Hope you get rid of
  that—er—insomnia."


  "Thanks," responded Noyes, "I think—"


  He broke off with a sharp gasp and clutched Crawley frantically by the arm
  while he stared up at the ceiling.


  "In the name of Heaven, man—" began Crawley angrily.


  "Hush! Hush!" whispered the other. "Didn't you hear it?"


  "Hear what?"


  "The footstep in my room!"


  "Look here, Mr. Noyes, you let your imagination run away with you. There
  wasn't any sound from the room above us."


  "I tell you there was! There was! I heard it! They're in my room
  waiting—"


  "Who are in your room? Come, come; this is childish!"


  Noyes relaxed his hold on Crawley's arm, but he had to lean his weight a
  moment against the back of a chair. He drew out a handkerchief and wiped his
  forehead.


  "You are—are sure you heard nothing?" he asked, stammering.


  "Not a thing in the world."


  Noyes turned to him with a sick smile.


  "Perhaps you are right. It was just my imagination. Good night again."


  "Good night."


  He went to the door and hesitated, with his hand upon the knob.


  "I say, Noyes," said Crawley, a little more gently than he had spoken
  before, "do you wish to have me go up to your room with you—just to
  make sure that they are not up there waiting for you?"


  Noyes turned to him with an almost ludicrous gratitude.


  "God bless you," he said "If you will—"


  "Of course," said Crawley, and he started out up the stairs after the
  younger man, muttering to himself, "plain neurasthenia—have to be
  gentle with such a fellow!"


  AT the door of Noyes' room he paused and banged loudly. An instant of
  silence followed, and then a peculiar spitting sound. Crawley set his square
  fighting jaw and reached a hand toward the trembling Noyes.


  "Give me that revolver," he said.


  "Is there—is there anyone there?" asked Noyes in a shaken voice.


  "I don't know," said Crawley, "but I'll find out in half a second."


  He flung the door open and made a single crouching step, the revolver
  poised. A great, black Persian cat stood in the center of the floor, with
  back bowed and hair bristling. Perhaps it was the green shade of the lamp
  which made the animal's eyes seem of that color.


  The big cat spat at him.


  "Nothing but a fool cat," said Crawley, drawing a long breath. "Noyes, I
  must have caught some of your nerves from you."


  "Abdallah!" said Noyes. "No one but Abdallah!"


  He entered the room with a cautious manner.


  "You say that as if the cat were a human being," Crawley said,
  smiling.


  The other made no answer. His hand was at the knob of a closet door. He
  threw it open with a quick gesture and stepped back hastily from before the
  dark opening, into which he peered.


  "What's the matter?" asked Crawley, with a contempt which he could not
  entirely keep out of his voice.


  "I—I merely want to put my hat away," said Noyes, and accordingly he
  tossed his hat upon the shelf inside the closet. When he turned he cast a
  shrewd glance at the bed. Something told Crawley that as soon as Noyes was
  alone he would take a careful look under that bed.


  "Now, my friend," said Crawley, "better trust in me. Tell me, who are
  'they' you mentioned awhile ago?"


  Noyes started, but made a strong effort to pretend he did not hear the
  question. Instead he pointed.


  "Well, well!" he said. "Abdallah has started to make friends with you
  already!"


  The big Persian was rubbing affectionately against Crawley's knees.


  "Sure," said the latter. "I always get along well with animals."


  "Yes, but Abdallah is a little different. Quite a lot different from other
  animals. Won't you sit down awhile? Here's a box of rather good
  Havanas"—he lighted one as he spoke—"there's a siphon and a
  bottle of Scotch at your elbow and if there's anything else you want to be
  comfortable, perhaps I can get it for you."


  "Thanks," said Crawley, sitting down and selecting a cigar from the box
  beside him. "I won't drink just now. What makes the cat different from other
  animals, Noyes?"


  His host laughed a little constrainedly.


  "Some people in India have an idea," he said, "that when a human soul
  transmigrates into an animal, once in a million times it carries some of the
  human qualities of mind and thought with it—along with other weird
  powers."


  "Transmigration of the soul?" queried Crawley dryly "Bunk, my dear fellow.
  Who's managed to fill you up with that sort of rot?"


  The other man shrugged his shoulders, but his face remained serious.


  "Rot? Yes, it may be all rot. I don't know. I'm merely telling you what
  has been told me. The original owner of Abdallah declared that the cat was
  one of those peculiar freaks which possessed human qualities."


  "Humph!" grunted Crawley, and he stretched his muscular hand toward the
  Persian. "Come here, Ab, and help me enjoy a laugh at that theory of your
  master." The cat, which up to that time had remained fawning about the feet
  of Crawley, now turned its back and walked toward Noyes, who regarded Crawley
  with a quiet smile of triumph.


  "I suppose," said the big man, "that you take that as a sign that the cat
  understood what I said?"


  "No, no! Not that—entirely. Even the queer chap who used to own this
  cat didn't think that of him. What he did claim was that the cat caught a
  very vivid impression of—how shall I call it?—of psychic
  states."


  "That so?" said Crawley, totally disinterested. "Just what do you mean by
  that?" Noyes regarded him with cautious eyes, as if seeing how far he might
  bare his soul to this stranger.


  "Some people think," he said at last, "that the soul is more or less
  divorced from the body even during life, do you see?"


  "Go ahead," smiled Crawley, "it sounds interesting anyway."


  "Exactly. Well, they go on to maintain that when the mind thinks it
  actually goes in presence to the object of which it thinks."


  "Do you mean to say," said Crawley, irritated, "that they mean that when I
  think of the Philippine Islands one second and of the city of London in the
  next instant, my mind has actually gone to those places?"


  "You laugh, of course," said Noyes, in a tone of slight disappointment;
  "but that's exactly what they mean. Of course it's an absurd idea, isn't it?
  For instance, they hold that if you think of a person in London, that person,
  if he be peculiarly gifted in his perception, will know you are thinking of
  him, for he will feel the actual presence of your aura. In fact, they go so
  far as to say that quite exact thoughts can be read at a great distance."


  "Nonsense!"


  "Of course it's nonsense. But after all, Mr. Crawley, there's really
  nothing more wonderful in this than there is in wireless telegraphy."


  "Well, let's get back to this wonderful cat."


  "To be sure, Abdallah."


  The cat had curled up at his master's feet and lay watching Crawley with
  steady eyes.


  "That's what the owner claimed for this cat. He swore that Abdallah could
  distinguish the presence of the thoughts of others. By the way, I've never
  seen him take such a fancy to anyone as he takes to you."


  "Come here, Ab," said Crawley, by way of a test.


  The big cat rose like a trained dog and walked to him, jumped up to his
  lap, and lay curled there, purring like a small buzz-saw and digging his
  claws carefully into the trousers leg.


  "Well, I'll be damned!" exploded Crawley.


  The cat turned and looked him in the face with uncanny gravity. It gave
  Crawley an immense desire to change the subject.


  "You've been in India?" he asked.


  "Most of my life."


  "I've roamed about a good deal, but never landed there. Hope to some day.
  What part do you come from?"


  "Burma. Here, I'll show you a picture of my place. My eye, how I'd like to
  see it!"


  He went to a trunk in the corner of the room, opened it hastily, and from
  an upper rack pulled out a handful of papers. Of these he selected one and
  turned to Crawley. As he did so one of the papers fell from the trunk to the
  floor. It was the photograph of a remarkably beautiful young girl, whose
  grave eyes stared directly up at the big man.


  "Here's the house," said Noyes; "one of the coolest places in Burma, on my
  word."


  "Humph," said Crawley, "I'm more interested in the picture of that girl.
  Will you tell me who she is?"


  He pointed toward the photograph. Noyes turned to the picture, then with a
  low cry picked it up and threw it back in the trunk. When Crawley saw his
  host's face again, it was deathly pale. The Persian jumped from his lap and
  stood in front of its master, staring up to him and switching its tail slowly
  from side to side. Noyes crossed to the table and poured a stiff drink of the
  Scotch, but Crawley paid little attention to him. He was too busy trying to
  decipher to his own satisfaction that low cry of Noyes. It had sounded like
  the word "Ires." He decided that it must be "Iris," for that was a girl's
  name. He rose.


  "I won't bother you any longer this evening," he said. "Good night,
  Noyes."


  The other came to him and took his hand. His face was still white.


  "You'll think me an awful rotter, won't you? These frights of mine—
  At least, I wish you'd come up to see me once in a while. I grow
  devilish—lonesome!"


  Crawley muttered a nondescript answer and passed through the door. He was
  wondering if "Ires" or "Iris" was one of "they."


  

  THAT night and the next day the face of Ires or Iris, whichever it was,
  stayed constantly in the thoughts of Crawley. For the first time in many
  months he felt a deep discontent with his wandering life in which periods of
  action were like rare oases in a vast desert of inactivity. When the evening
  came he had to fight against the temptation of going up to Noyes' room. The
  memory of the horror Noyes showed at the sight of the picture helped to keep
  him away. It was not likely that the man from India could be induced to speak
  of the girl.


  Crawley stayed in his room, filled with an unreasoning, sullen anger
  against his own weakness. His book could not interest him. He tried three
  pipes in succession and found them all tasteless. Finally he went to bed
  early to escape from the oppressive loneliness. In the morning he would make
  plans for leaving New York.


  A dream of women's faces and a voice repeating "Ires, Ires," over and
  over, pursued him in his sleep. He woke in the middle of the night with a
  choking in his throat, and a faint cry in his ears. He could not make out
  exactly whether the cry were a part of his dream or a reality. He was quite
  sure, however, that it came from Noyes' room, and he knew that whether a
  dream or a reality it was such a cry as had never before come from the lips
  of a human being. Some disembodied soul in torture might have wailed in such
  a manner.


  He lay back in bed and found himself so excited that he started to count
  sheep in order to call back his sleepiness. His nerves grew more and more on
  edge. In the black silence of the room his imagination repeated that faint,
  horrible cry, until his nerves were so aroused that he could almost hear the
  dull beating of his heart. In five minutes he was up and in a dressing-gown,
  for he could stand the suspense no longer. He went up to Noyes' room and
  knocked heavily at the door.


  After a breathless interval a faint voice said, "Who's there?"


  "Crawley."


  "Come in!" The words came in a great relaxing breath from the room. He
  threw open the door. All was pitch-dark save for two phosphorescent points of
  light. He stepped to the center of the room, fumbled a moment, and then
  switched on the lamp. The light developed into Abdallah, who stood beside the
  bed, and in the bed Noyes was hunched up under the clothes like a frightened
  child. His black shadowed eyes stared across with a peculiar hopelessness at
  Crawley.


  "What was it?" asked Crawley.


  "What do you mean?"


  "The sound—the damnable cry—did it come from this room?"


  Noyes shuddered under the twisted clothes and extended a slim arm toward
  the cat. Abdallah was creeping toward the door after the unmistakable manner
  of a cat stalking prey. Yet he seemed alive with fear, his hair bristling and
  his tail switching in slow curves from side to side. At the door he crouched
  flat an instant and then passed his claw under the edge along the crack.
  After a moment he turned and fixed his round green eyes steadily upon
  Noyes.


  "Oh, God!" moaned the man from India, and covered his face with his
  hands.


  Crawley stepped softly to the door, threw it open, and stared into the
  utter dark. A breath of cool air struck his face. It was almost as if an
  invisible presence stood before him. He closed the door and went back to the
  bed.


  "Noyes!" he said, and shook the man by his skeleton shoulder.


  "Yes."


  "Look up at me."


  Slowly the haunted eyes rose to meet his inquiry.


  "I can't stand this any longer. Tell me what is happening or what is going
  to happen here."


  "You can't stand it any longer? I tell you, I've stood it for a
  year!"


  He laughed, and Crawley felt as if someone had knifed him in the back.


  "What have you stood?"


  He waved his hand to the four quarters of the compass.


  "This!"


  Crawley understood. That was the horrible part of it. He understood,
  though he knew not what.


  "Do you think I've been like this always?" went on Noyes. "I tell you, a
  year ago if I'd seen a man act like this I'd have thought what you now think
  of me. I can't help it! I can't help it!"


  His voice rose to a wail. Crawley wiped his forehead and found it cold to
  his touch. He sat down on the bed beside Noyes.


  "What has happened?"


  "I have seen it again!"


  "What?"


  "Ires!"


  "What does that mean? Is it a name?"


  "I don't know. God or the devil understands—I don't. If I knew, do
  you think I'd be like this? I know I'd give a thousand pounds if Abdallah had
  a human voice for ten seconds!"


  "There's some danger threatening you. Come, come, Noyes, be frank with me.
  I mean the best in the world to you."


  "I don't doubt that. But what can you do? If I am helpless, you are blind.
  What can you do?"


  Crawley opened and closed his sinewy fingers once or twice.


  "I can do a good deal, my friend. I can do a surprising lot. What is
  Ires?"


  "I have seen her again! She was clearer than ever."


  "Who, Ires?"


  "No, no, no!"


  "In the name of God, Noyes, are you mad?"


  The terror did not leave Noyes, but a certain dignity came to him. His
  lean hand touched the brawny fist of Crawley.


  "My dear fellow," he said, "your heart is big enough for a thousand, but
  you cannot help me. I am doomed beyond help or hope."


  "By Ires?"


  "I don't know."


  Crawley ground his teeth. It seemed impossible to make any headway.


  "Tell me one thing, Noyes, and I'll ask no more."


  "Aye, ask a thousand things, so long as you'll stay here and talk. But in
  the name of mercy, don't leave me!"


  At the very thought of such a catastrophe Noyes was a shaking wreck
  again.


  "Is that girl whose picture I saw last night named Ires?"


  Noyes regarded him with a pity which for a moment conquered his terror.
  "Are you interested in her, Crawley?" he asked.


  "I am!"


  "Then God help you!"


  "Don't look at me as if I had one foot in the grave, Noyes. I tell you I'm
  interested in her. What of that?"


  The man from India clutched the shoulder of the big fellow in both
  hands.


  "Cut the thought of her out of your heart. Take a ship and go to sea. At
  least she will not follow you!"


  "Tell me seriously, Noyes. Is she the leader of some crew of
  cutthroats?"


  "No, no! Crawley, she's the loveliest, the purest-hearted girl in the
  world."


  "I believe you," said Crawley with tremendous earnestness.


  "But you must shun even a thought of her as you would shun the thought of
  the devil. There's ruin in it, Crawley; horrible ruin—like mine!"


  He jumped out of his bed with one of his spasmodic bursts of activity,
  crossed the room in his pajamas, and took a picture from a bureau drawer. He
  handed it to Crawley, who saw a handsome boy of twenty-two or three with big
  smiling eyes.


  "Guess who it is?"


  "Some friend of yours, Noyes?"


  "Yes. Myself."


  "Tut, tut! My dear fellow—look—the picture is dated a year ago
  or a little over. You're ten years older than this boy."


  "It was the girl—the girl of the picture, Crawley. She changed me.
  Yes, I'm a hundred years older than that boy, but one year ago I was he!"


  Crawley stared at him for a long moment and saw that he spoke the
  truth.


  "At least tell me who she is."


  "I don't dare. I tell you, if a hundred armed men were around me all sworn
  to protect my life, I wouldn't dare to tell you who and what she is."


  Crawley got up to pace the room. His brain was so confused that no two
  thoughts followed in consecutive order. Even admitting that this poor
  fellow's mind was badly disarranged, there was still a certain earnestness
  which made his words convincing.


  "If you will not tell me of her," he said, at last, "tell me of Ires."


  "It is a dream. Five nights—seven nights I have dreamed it, more and
  more clearly. This night it was a sunshine reality. Therefore I know that I
  am about to die."


  Crawley shivered, started to speak, and then decided to hold his comments
  till the end.


  "It begins with her—the girl of the picture," said Noyes. "She leans
  over my bed and smiles and beckons to me. I rise and follow her. We go down
  to the street. Then the dream goes blank. When it brightens again we stand in
  front of a house. I see it very clearly. I can almost make out the number
  over the door. Above the house are the burning letters: 'I-R-E-S.'
  Mr.—ah—Crawley, the horror, the cold, fearful horror that comes
  over me when I see those letters—those yellow letters of fire! I stand
  there for a long time. I look down to the girl. She is gone—she has
  vanished from my side—I know that I am left alone in the power
  of—I know that in this house I shall die. Somewhere in that house my
  dead body shall be found. And at that point I wake from my dream!"


  He sank down upon the bed, his head drooping.


  "If you are afraid—" began Crawley.


  "I do not fear death. Death is merciful. One touch, and there is the end.
  But this fearful expectancy—this horrible, long-drawn delay. It is that
  which maddens me. It is that which had changed me from the boy of that
  picture to—to this nameless thing you see, Crawley. Once, I was strong,
  almost as you. But the dropping of the water day by day, a drop an hour, will
  drive a man mad in time."


  "If the danger approaches you," cried Crawley, "pack up your trunk and
  flee. Take the ship you recommended to me. Take a train. Get away from that
  power you speak of!"


  Noyes smiled faintly.


  "I have fled all the way from India, and she has followed me."


  "Who?"


  "The girl—the girl of the picture."


  "Go to the police. Tell them. They will see that you are protected.


  "I told the police in London. They laughed at me. If I had persisted in my
  story, they would have had me locked up as insane. Crawley, there is not a
  soul between heaven and hell who will believe my story. A year ago I would
  have laughed at it myself!"


  "Noyes, there comes the morning in at the window. I am going back to my
  room. Do you mind? If you wish I shall stay here and talk longer with
  you."


  "Go if you wish, Crawley."


  "In the name of Heaven, man! Don't say it that way. Buck up. Put out your
  jaw. Fight! In a month you'll—you'll laugh at yourself!"


  The daylight seemed to have restored some of Noyes' courage. He looked at
  Crawley with merely a weary despair.


  "Adieu, my dear fellow," he said.


  Crawley crushed his hand in a strong grip and went to the door. There
  Noyes overtook him and touched him on the shoulder.


  "On second thoughts," he said with his faded smile, "I think we had better
  say 'Good-by!'"


  "Rot!" exclaimed Crawley. "I'm going out today, and this evening I'll be
  at the theater. After that I'll come home and we'll have a Scotch and soda
  together."


  He went down to his room, not to attempt to sleep, but to sit with his
  head in his hands thinking, thinking, thinking. One by one he added up the
  details Noyes told him. Sometimes in this way it was possible to draw a
  conclusion which would not occur at the first moment. The beautiful girl, the
  word Ires, the strange powers of Abdallah, the uncanny power which pursued
  Noyes—what was that power? Obviously it could not consist of the girl
  alone, for Noyes had referred to that power on several occasions as "they."
  Perhaps there were men associated. There must be men. If so, what was their
  nature, and how many were there? He should have many questions to ask Noyes
  that night. Granted half an hour of frank conversation and he vowed that the
  mystery would be a mystery no longer. What made him doubt his ability to
  solve the puzzle was the picture of Noyes as he had been only a year before;
  a strong, cheerful face now turned to the hollow-eyed wreck he knew. No dream
  of fear could accomplish such a change in such a man. All day the queer
  affair haunted his mind.


  At the theater that night he saw the figures on the stage through a haze,
  while the forms of Noyes and the girl of the photograph played before his
  mind. He could not rid himself, in particular, of the voice of Noyes as he
  said good-by.


  He tried to convince himself that it was merely the causeless melancholy
  of a neurasthenic, but an unreasoning depression filled him with the memory.
  After the theater he was in such haste to return to Noyes and shake hands to
  be sure that the man from India was still in the flesh, that he took a
  taxicab.

  


  
II. — THE HOUSE OF FEAR


  TOO many thoughts occupied his brain, so many weird
  conjectures, that he fell into that peculiar mood in which man's senses grow
  acutely aware of all that passes around him, but the facts are telegraphed
  slowly to the mind. In this absent-minded way he saw two men help a third
  from the door of a limousine which stood at a curb, and then walk up the
  stairs with him. The man in the center was evidently very drunk, for his head
  tilted loosely forward, and his whole body hung helplessly on the arms of
  those who assisted him. Two pedestrians who passed at the moment turned their
  heads and laughed at the spectacle.


  Crawley smiled to himself, but he had noted the incident rather with the
  mind than with the intelligence. The car ran on for a couple of blocks when
  Crawley, glancing again out of the window of the taxi, suddenly called out to
  the chauffeur to stop.


  Far away, looking down a side street, he saw the great electric sign,
  "United States Tires." It shocked him back into vivid consciousness. He
  remained for an instant in the mental confusion of a man waked from a
  profound slumber. The chauffeur had drawn up to the curb and now opened the
  door in some alarm to find out what was the trouble.


  Crawley descended to the street in a daze and paid the driver of the
  machine. In his confusion he hardly knew why he left the car. It was because
  he felt a startling connection between that electric sign, "United States
  Tires," and the drunken man who was carried up the steps by his two friends.
  He shrugged his shoulders and when the taxicab started down the street he
  almost called out to it to stop and take him in again. He resisted the
  impulse. The chauffeur would have thought him mad.


  He stood a moment on the street corner puzzling out the queer sense of
  horror which possessed him. He looked about and found the street very dark
  and seemingly narrow. Still he could not determine what cause there was for
  that depression. In some obscure way it was connected with the sign, "United
  States Tires," and the sight of the drunkard. It was one of those
  subconscious impulses which torture the brain. Something was required of him,
  something which must be done at once. What was it? He gripped his hands and
  set his teeth, but the acts only increased his nervousness and did not clear
  his mind.


  He walked out in the middle of the street and scrutinized the big sign,
  flaming far away. That brought nothing to him. He closed his eyes and tried
  to visualize the picture of the drunkard being carried up the steps. The
  house was one of those common affairs with brown fronts, of which there were
  countless thousands in New York. There was nothing by which he could identify
  it. He remembered that as the three men reached the top of the steps the
  helpless man's foot struck against the stone and his whole body swayed back.
  He must have been totally unconscious.


  Finally he knew what he must do, and that was to find the house if
  possible. The thought of going to it filled him with dread for what reason he
  could not tell, perhaps the limousine was still in front of the house. In
  that way he would be able to identify it. Yet, why should he be curious about
  the affairs of an intoxicated man?


  He could not help it. He turned and started back down the street at a
  brisk pace. The street was empty of limousines or of any other machines. The
  houses with brown fronts were innumerable on either side. He went on,
  scanning each house as he passed in a vague hope that he might remember
  something when he saw the right one. In the distance flamed the sign, "United
  States Tires," blotted out wholly or partially by each building as he walked
  along.


  He came to an abrupt stop; he felt his blood run coldly back to his
  heart.


  Over this house all the distant sign was blotted out except the letters at
  the very end: IRES. Ires! That was the word which young Noyes had seen over
  the house of his dream. Yet this place was uninhabited. The windows were
  blank of shades or curtains. Across one glass was affixed a rental sign.
  Nevertheless he found himself involuntarily climbing up the steps. It was
  rather unearthly, but it also had an element of the ridiculous. He would not
  have believed such a freak of a hard-headed man like himself. With a smile he
  tried the door, and then started, for it gave way readily to his touch.


  A dark, empty hall confronted him. He lighted a match and held it above
  his head. As far as he could see into the gloom the hall was barren of
  furniture and everywhere the floor was gray with dust. A thrill of nameless
  horror caught him with a great desire to turn about and run down the steps to
  the open streets. Under the emotion his hand trembled violently and the
  shaken light of the match filled the hall with turbulent seas of shadow. The
  sight of that touched him with shame and set his blood in circulation again.
  He closed the door with a slam, cleared his throat loudly as if to warn of
  his coming, and lighting another match, he started a progress through the
  rooms.


  They were all empty on the first floor. Dust was everywhere. The boards
  creaked under his heavy step again and again, and each time he started and
  looked behind him. There were closets to be opened. It was very unpleasant.
  He found his forehead cold and damp. In the end, having gone through each
  room, he heaved a breath of relief. There was nothing there, and of course,
  he could now leave this place.


  Yet, the sinister whisper of conscience called him back and drove him with
  hard-set jaw up the stairs to the second story. He threw the first door open
  with a jerk and stood tense, with his fist tight, ready to strike. The room
  was empty, and the pallid moonlight slipped along the floor. The sight
  restored more courage to Crawley. His tremors reminded him unpleasantly of
  the way in which Vincent Noyes had thrown open the door of his closet as if
  he expected an animated skeleton to fall out against him.


  He was smiling at this thought when he threw open the door of the second
  room. The smile froze on his lips into a meaningless grin. There sat Noyes
  beside the window with the moon full upon his white face. He was grinning
  back at Crawley in a ghastly manner and his eyes looked directly into the big
  man's face.


  "Look here!" broke out Crawley. "Don't be a damned ass, Noyes. You gave me
  no end of a start. What's your idea in coming to a deserted house like this?
  What do you—"


  He stopped. It was hard to talk in the face of that unchanging grimace.
  Noyes must have a queer sense of humor. He approached the man and dropped a
  hand on his shoulder. Even through the clothes he was aware of the stiff
  coldness of lifeless flesh.


  Crawley jumped back. Still the eyes stared at him, but it was the filmed
  glance of one who has looked on death, and the grin was the mirth of one who
  smiles at the end of the world. All his courage deserted him. It seemed as if
  the corners of the room were filled with invisible but watching presences. He
  ran out into the hall, and then down the stairs. The moment he started to
  flee, wild terror possessed him. The stairs seemed infinitely long. When he
  reached the door of the house he was ready to yell for help.


  

  OUTSIDE, the fresh air gave him new life, but it could not wipe from his
  memory that gaping smile, that idiotic and horrible grimace. When he rushed
  into the police-station ten minutes later, men jumped up and stared at him,
  for the image of death still looked from his face. It was not until he had
  given his story to the sergeant in charge that his self-possession in a
  measure returned. Even then he had not the courage to go with them to the
  house. He described it by locating the street and naming the house which had
  over its front the four fatal letters:


  IRES.


  

  IN half an hour the sergeant returned. The body had been taken to the morgue.
  The doctor stated that he believed death to be caused by shock. There was no
  sign of a wound in any part of Noyes' person. The police lieutenant now
  appeared and made Crawley rehearse the details of his story over and over
  again.


  Crawley began with the fact that Noyes was a fellow lodger at his address.
  From that point he went on to describe the three men whom he had seen walk up
  the front steps of the house. Here, he had to lie. He had to say that the
  face of Noyes was visible to him in profile and that at first he wondered why
  he should be in such a part of the city in such a condition. They would never
  have believed the queer process by which he came to stop his taxicab and go
  back down the street inspired by an electric sign!


  The rest of Noyes' story, as far as he knew it, he left untouched, for he
  was beginning to understand why the London police had laughed at the tale. As
  far as he told the tale of the discovery, the police believed him absolutely
  without suspicion that he might have a hand in the murder—if it were a
  murder. His sincerity was pointed by the still horror which lingered behind
  his eyes. At last they let him return home.


  He went immediately to Noyes' room. It was, of course, empty, save for the
  cat. Abdallah came and fawned upon him, and when he left the room, after
  noting that there was no sign of disorder or a struggle there, the big cat
  followed him downstairs. When he sat down in his chair the Persian sat down
  on the floor in front of him and watched him with steady yellow-green eyes.
  He could not refrain from returning the stare.


  "What is it, Abdallah?" he said at last. "Are you going to be happy
  staying with me?"


  The cat rose and rubbed against his leg.


  "That means yes, eh? All right, old fellow. Tell me when I can do anything
  to make you comfortable."


  Abdallah rose and commenced to walk up and down the room, pausing to turn
  his head now and then and stare at Crawley.


  "What's the main idea?" asked the man. "Do you want me to get
  busy—get on the job? What job? Find the men who did away with your old
  master?"


  The cat meowed plaintively, and Crawley started in his chair.


  "My God!" he muttered. "There I am talking to a cat—talking to
  myself! In six months I'll be in the condition of poor Noyes! No, Noyes was
  only a nervous boy, and I'm—" He arose and stood before his mirror. A
  scowling face looked back at him, a lean, weather-hardened face, with a
  square-cut fighting jaw. The sight comforted him. At least it would be a
  fight, and if they did not fight hard enough he would land them in the end.
  The resolution calmed him, and when he went to bed he fell into a deep and
  dreamless sleep.


  The jangle of the telephone roused him the next morning. It was the
  police, who wanted him that day for testimony before the coroner's jury. He
  faced the prospect without a qualm. Even when he rehearsed the story he must
  tell, he felt no thrill. After breakfast he came back to his room for a quiet
  half hour to think over the case and for the hundredth time muster one by one
  all the facts as he knew them or as Noyes had told them. The scratching of
  Abdallah at the door interrupted his musing. A light footfall was going up
  the stairs. Perhaps it was the police, come so tardily to examine Noyes'
  room. Abdallah mewed softly, eagerly. He opened the door and looked up the
  stairs. Someone was in the very act of entering Noyes' room above.


  Abdallah whisked into the hall and up the stairs. Crawley followed at a
  stealthy pace, but before he was half-way up the stairs, the low cry of a
  woman started him to a run. He flung the door open and saw within the room a
  woman kneeling, with big Abdallah in her arms, covering the cat with a
  thousand caresses. She turned her head with a little start toward Crawley,
  and he found himself looking into the face of Ires, or whatever her name was,
  whose picture Noyes had accidentally allowed him to see—the sight of
  whose face had so mortally terrified the man from India. Moved by the stern
  silence of Crawley, the girl dropped the cat and rose to her feet. In reply
  he closed the door behind him and set his broad shoulders against it.


  "So, my dear," he said, "you've walked right into my hands."


  The dark eyes widened a little, but otherwise there was no sign of shock
  or fear.


  "And may I ask who you are?" she said.


  "You may," he answered. "I'm Jim Crawley, and I'm a friend of the dead
  man."


  "Dead!" she repeated with a heavy inflection.


  "My dear Lady Mystery," he said, "large eyes won't serve you now!"


  If it were acting it was very well done. She stared at him in that stupid
  manner of one who hears a disaster too great for comprehension. That
  white-faced horror called back a vivid image of poor Vincent Noyes—how
  he had frozen with terror when he saw the picture of this girl.


  "Come, come!" he said, frowning to call up his tardy anger. "Now that this
  damnable business is consummated, do you think to make me blind and shuffle
  your way out of it?"


  "Dead?" she said again.


  "Aye, dead, dead, dead! Vincent Noyes is dead and you'll suffer for your
  part in it or—"


  She caught a hand up before her face and swayed. Crawley laughed.


  "Sit down in that chair and talk reasonably," he said. "Maybe you'll find
  it easier to talk with me than to the police."


  She sank into the chair immediately behind her, sank heavily and lay there
  with her head fallen back as if all the strength had slipped from her.
  Crawley walked to her, dropped a hand on her wrist, and feeling the faint
  flutter of the pulse, he jerked open a window and stood over her with folded
  arms, waiting for the cold air to bring her back to life. Her lips stirred
  before her eyes opened: "Vincent!"


  He leaned close to her. Before her senses returned she might murmur some
  confession which would damn her in the eyes of the law.


  "Yes," he whispered. "Yes—dear!"


  "I—have prayed—prayed for you—but I was
  helpless—against them!"


  Her eyes opened. She sat up with a moan and caught his hand in both of
  hers.


  "You didn't mean it!" she pleaded. "They haven't hunted him down at
  last!"


  Crawley stood back with a scowl. He wanted to believe this merely clever
  acting, but grief has a way of its own. Her eyes wandered.


  "It is better that it is done," she said. "He is at rest at last, and
  I—"


  She ran to Crawley and closed her hands on his coat.


  "Were you his friend?"


  "Yes," he answered, deeply troubled.


  "Then you will be my friend, too. You will not let them take me back."


  She caught his hand and placed her slender white one inside it.


  "You are strong! See, how strong you are and how weak I am! Keep them away
  from me; I am afraid; I am afraid! No, no! Such strength as yours cannot help
  me!"


  SHE broke into convulsive sobbing, a childish wail in her voice, and a
  tremor passed through Crawley. For an instant longer he fought against the
  surging pity which beat like waves against his colder judgment, then he gave
  way. The sense of her delicate femininity was stronger than a man's hand to
  disarm his suspicions. With one arm about her, he led her back to the chair
  and as she sat down again he kneeled close to her and caught a faint odor of
  violets, an ethereal fragrance which added a touch of poignant melancholy to
  his compassion.


  "What is this trouble?" he asked earnestly. "Who are 'they'?"


  She shuddered and shook her head.


  "How can you expect me to help if you will not tell me?"


  "I don't expect you to help me—now."


  "They are too strong?" he suggested.


  Her eyes wandered past him again with that singular expression of waiting
  which he had noticed in Vincent Noyes' face many a time.


  "Yes, they are too strong." She rose with a start. "I must go back."


  "To them?"


  She hesitated, as if deciding whether or not she could risk confiding in
  him so great a secret.


  "Yes, to them."


  "By God!" said Crawley with a sudden outpouring of rage. "You shall not
  go—or if you do, I'll go with you!"


  She smiled sadly on him.


  "You must not," she said. "I know you are strong. I guess you are brave.
  But bravery and strength are useless against them. You would throw yourself
  away, and in a way so terrible that if you were only to guess at it now, your
  face would grow as pale—as mine!"


  The feeling of impotence maddened him.


  "Here's a lot of fol-de-rol and nonsense," he said, "and if you give a
  real man a chance to work for you, you'll find these devils, whoever they
  are, will fade away into a puff of mist—a little sulfurous, maybe. Will
  you give me the chance?"


  She opened her purse to take out a handkerchief and a tiny square of
  colored cardboard fluttered to the floor.


  "I dare not tell you more about it," she said. "I have already talked too
  much. I must go."


  In a daze he watched her go to the door and then turn, holding out her
  hand in farewell. Suddenly he realized that he must not let her go. It grew
  vastly important that she stay with him if only for two minutes longer. He
  took her hand and did not relinquish it for a moment.


  "Tell me only this," he said, keeping his voice gentle. "Why did Vincent
  Noyes, if he was dear to you, fear you like—"


  "Like death," she said, without a tremor in her voice, though she was very
  pale. "He feared me so because—because I meant that to him, and
  I—"


  "Hush, hush!" he broke in. "If it tortures you so, you shall not speak of
  it. I shall find some way to search out the heart of this horrible affair,
  but I shall not suspect you—"


  "My name is Beatrice," she said.


  "Only Beatrice?"


  "I dare not tell you more of it."


  "I shall not suspect you, Beatrice. I only ask you to give me one
  clue—say one word—which will help me to find them. Will you say
  it?"


  "Don't you see?" she cried with a sudden passion which transfigured her in
  spite of her sorrow. "It is for your sake that I refuse to let you know. If
  you were not his friend"—and here she made a sweeping gesture about the
  room as if the presence of the dead man were still palpable there—"if
  you were not his friend, I should tell you everything and pray for your
  success; but I cannot see you thrown away."


  She lowered her voice to a sad solemnity which checked his protest.


  "You cannot help me, any more than you could help him. You would be lost
  as he was lost, in trying to save me. Good-by."


  He followed her hastily through the door, but she turned to him
  gravely.


  "You will not follow me? I do not wish it!"


  He stared at her an instant, then bowed and returned to Noyes' room. For
  some time he stood with his back against the door, his hands clenched.
  Something had changed in him, though he scarcely knew what. He felt like one
  awakened from a vivid dream, or rather like a cynic who has seen base metal
  transmuted into gold.


  Finally the glamour wore away a little and he remembered with a start that
  he had allowed this girl to leave him without obtaining the least clue from
  her of either her address or her name. The idea made him flush with shame.
  Perhaps she was even then laughing at him. If it were acting, he finally
  decided, she had deserved to escape.


  He began to pace up and down the room, thinking first of Vincent Noyes,
  then of the girl, Beatrice, and lastly, strange to say, of himself. For he
  began to feel alone, bitterly alone. He felt like one who sits in a drearily
  familiar room and hears voices below, vague voices of many people, and he
  cannot tell whether they speak in anger or in happiness; but he wishes to be
  among them, for they seem to be living, and he seems to have no share in the
  world.


  So it was with Jim Crawley. Tragedy had passed him in the form of Vincent
  Noyes; romance had looked on him from the eyes of Beatrice; and now that they
  were both gone, he wished to be in the heart of the mystery more than ever,
  for that seemed the one reality in the world. He paused in his walking and
  raised from the floor the little square of thin cardboard which she had
  dropped from her purse. It was the seat-check of an opera-ticket.


  Only this flimsy thing remained to connect him with the girl. This was all
  he had through which to trace her. Abdallah rubbed against his leg, meowing
  loudly. He glanced down with a muttered curse, and then hurried to his own
  room, where he sat down and buried his face in his hands to ponder over all
  the details of the strange case.


  

  THE more he thought the more he regretted having allowed the girl to go
  without forcing her to tell him frankly all that she knew. Nevertheless, if
  what she said was the truth, he had advanced somewhat. Noyes had feared the
  girl and she admitted that he feared her with deep reason. How she could
  unwillingly be a danger to the man from India, he could not dream.
  Nevertheless, this was her statement.


  Furthermore, the same power which killed Noyes now threatened her. If it
  did not threaten her, at least it controlled her in the most sinister manner,
  kept a seal upon her lips, bounded her actions, and kept her under such an
  omnipotent dread that she dared not even appeal for aid.


  If such a thing had happened five centuries before, he might have
  attributed it to religious superstition which forced people to do strange and
  terrible things in the name of a creed.


  If he could not find religion here, at least there was something more than
  earthly in that which had threatened Noyes from afar and wasted him to a
  shadow with the constant dread of death. It was on the girl in a scarcely
  less perceptible degree. It was like an unseen hand which dragged her away
  from him at the moment she was on the verge of telling him something which he
  could use as a clue.


  He defined this thing then as a criminal force operated by men or women or
  by both; but probably by a great many, since they were so ever present.


  But this supposition was far from satisfactory. There was big Abdallah,
  whose brute soul had sensed the danger before its coming.


  In spite of himself Crawley was forced back on the belief that there were
  something more than earthly in the affair—some terrible control of mind
  over mind—a spiritual tyranny which was greater than the force of body,
  which could even extend its authority to the mute beasts.


  He crossed to the window and jerked it up, for his cynical, practical mind
  revolted against this sense of mystery. With a great relief he felt the fresh
  air. He glanced down to the little slip of cardboard which he still held.
  That at least was tangible reality. It occurred to him that the little torn
  seat-check might be the means of bridging the gap between himself and this
  affair of the other world, for as such he could not help considering it.


  Certainly, to make any progress, he must see the girl again, and this clue
  might lead him to her. If she had gone once to the opera she might go again,
  particularly since this sorrow had come to her and any diversion might be
  welcome. She might even sit in the same seat.


  The opera bored Crawley, with its impossible attempt to combine the
  artistic elements of decoration, music and drama. Moreover, it strained his
  pocketbook; so he seldom went. Nevertheless, he decided to attend the next
  three performances and for that purpose resurrected an old pair of
  field-glasses from his baggage. Twice he sat in his seat straining his eyes
  or turning his glasses in all directions, but without seeing a face which, in
  the slightest degree, resembled Beatrice.


  The third occasion, as in the fairy-tale, brought him better fortune.


  She sat in a box in the grand tier to the right of the house. Immediately
  after the first act he spied her in a black gown, and his glasses showed a
  notable string of pearls around her throat. The dress changed her greatly,
  but he could not be mistaken in her face. What made his heart fall was the
  gaiety with which she conversed with a thin-faced man beside her, a fellow in
  early middle age. Crawley could see nothing but her profile, for she was
  continually turning her head and laughing with her friend. If she had truly
  been struck with sorrow for the death of Vincent Noyes, nothing could recall
  her to such good cheer.


  Shame for his gullibility made his face hot and he bit his lip. In the
  anger which immediately followed he vowed silently and devoutly never to
  leave the trail of the mystery until he had brought down justice on the
  criminals.


  Toward the end of the intermission her companion left the box, and the
  third person in the box came from the rear. He was a tall, leonine figure
  with a rather square cut, tawny beard. Crawley trained the glasses on him
  with sudden interest. It seemed to him that he had never seen a man who
  suggested more indomitable strength. Even through the beard he guessed at the
  powerful set of the jaw. The hand which rested on the back of Beatrice's
  chair as he leaned over was white and massive. Such a hand in the stormy
  middle ages would have chosen for a weapon the shattering mace, rather than
  the trenchant sword.


  She looked up to him as he bowed, and what a change came over her face!
  Her smile grew fixed, her eyes widened, and she altered as if powder were
  sifted over her skin. It was not the expression of a moment. It lingered
  while he stayed there smiling, speaking apparently very slowly and without
  emphasis. He withdrew to the rear of the box and almost immediately the
  slender man entered and took his former place at the side and slightly to the
  rear of Beatrice.


  As the lights grew dim, Crawley saw that she was laughing once more, but
  now his heart beat more easily, for he guessed at some compulsion behind that
  mirth.


  During the second act he heard nothing of what passed on the stage, for he
  was laboring to decipher the meaning of the three figures in that box. He
  came to a conclusion that the leonine figure had some connection with that
  power which controlled Beatrice and which had struck down Vincent Noyes.
  Otherwise there was no explanation of the change which came over her when he
  stood behind her chair. As for the slender man, perhaps he was a stranger or
  a chance acquaintance. Perhaps he was the renter of the box and had invited
  Beatrice and the big man. At least it seemed that for some purpose of him of
  the tawny beard she was forced to be pleasant to the other man.


  This conclusion solved no mystery, decided nothing. But the very hope that
  he had seen one of those who represented "they" set the blood tingling in
  Crawley's veins.


  His field-glasses never moved during the next intermission, and when he
  saw the tall man rise, murmur a word to Beatrice and the other, and then
  leave the box, Crawley rose from his feet with a thundering heart. He had
  located the box carefully before starting; in the corridor of the grand tier
  he located it without difficulty and entered. She was leaning very close to
  the slender man, and just as Crawley entered, they broke into laughter. He
  waited a moment to enjoy the music of her voice.

  


  
III. — THE SMILE OF THE SPHINX


  PARDON me," he said, and advanced upon them smiling.


  The laughter died suddenly from her face as she turned to him, hesitated,
  and then: "Mr. Helder, this is Mr. Crawley."


  "You remember that secret?" said Crawley, his head turned toward Beatrice
  as he shook hands with Helder.


  "Of course I do," she said calmly, and he blessed her inwardly for her
  poise.


  "Well, I have a clue!"


  "Really?"


  "In fact, I can show you the very man!" He turned to Helder gaily. "If you
  will excuse us a single moment."


  "Surely," nodded the other, his eyes brightening in sympathy with the
  mysterious jest.


  Beatrice shook her head and a slight frown warned him.


  "Are you positive?" she said reluctantly.


  "You will be astonished when you see—and hear," he said
  confidently.


  "Very well." She rose.


  Crawley picked up her coat.


  "Quite a draft in the corridor," he suggested. "Don't know where it comes
  from, but perhaps you'd better take this."


  He read in swift succession her surprise, doubt, worry, and finally
  acceptance. At the entrance she turned a little.


  "In a moment, Mr. Helder." And then she was with Crawley in the bustling
  corridor where men and women hurried up and down and the air was filled with
  a dozen faint and ensnaring perfumes.


  "Now tell me quickly," she said, "What madness has brought you here? How
  were you able to follow me?"


  "I haven't time to answer either question," he said calmly, taking her
  arm.


  "Where are we going?"


  "Down to the street."


  "The street?" She stopped abruptly.


  "Please don't do that. People will be noticing us in a moment. That fleshy
  gentleman is staring already."


  "Mr. Crawley, you are only embarrassing us both."


  "Beatrice—" She started a little. "It is the only name by which I
  know you."


  She stopped again determinedly.


  "We must go back to the box instantly. Leave me and I shall go back
  alone."


  "Have you no trust in me?"


  "I tell you I have no trust in anyone. All I know—all you must
  know—is that I dare not be seen with you. Mr. Crawley, I swear I am
  thinking of your own welfare!"


  There was a thrilling seriousness in her tone. She took his hand in both
  of hers.


  "To please me—for my sake—go now—at once—forget me
  forever. For my sake and for your own!"


  "Do you think I have come to you on some trifling matter?"


  "No, no, no! It is because of a—of a man's death. You still
  hope—"


  "It is because of no dead man," and then seeing her lips part in her
  wonder: "I have come for the welfare of a man who is alive—very much
  alive."


  "Who can it be?"


  "Can you think of no one?"


  She caught her hands together and in her murmur there was a despair which
  stirred Crawley more than if she cried aloud: "Yes, yes. Oh, why was I ever
  born!"


  "If you will come with me I will bring you face to face with him within
  five minutes."


  "I dare not go! Who is it?"


  "You will know him well enough when he speaks to you."


  "No. You see that I cannot! I am watched. I shall be missed—and if I
  am suspected of having—"


  "There is nothing in this man for you to fear. He merely wishes to speak
  with you for five or ten seconds—merely to see you. He would trade all
  his hopes of happiness for that."


  Her eyes, pitifully misted, dwelt on his.


  "Does he care so much? And I—may I trust you? Will you give me your
  word to bring me back?"


  "I will take you wherever you wish after you have heard this man. We could
  be back by the time that the third act commences."


  "Mr. Crawley—"


  "We waste time—and all your moments are precious, you say."


  "Yes, for he might come back sooner than he said, and—let us go,
  quick! quick!"


  He hurried her down the stairs, stopped for his hat and coat, joined her
  again, and led her to the street. As the taxi-driver opened the door of his
  cab, she hesitated again and her hand closed nervously on his arm.


  "It is not far?" she said, half pleading.


  "In five minutes," he murmured, and then in a low voice to the driver: "Go
  straight ahead; turn in a few blocks; keep traveling in a circle and never
  get more than five blocks away from the opera-house until I tell you where to
  go."


  When he took his seat and the machine started, she huddled far away
  against the side of the car, staring straight before her. He watched her for
  a moment in silence, until she turned impulsively toward him.


  "I have never done so wild and thoughtless a thing," she said. "Pardon me.
  I do trust you, Mr. Crawley; but some force in you seemed to make me
  come whether I would or no."


  He answered nothing, but sat with his head bowed, thinking desperately,
  but making no progress in his thoughts. Her coat slipped away a little from
  her shoulders and as they passed a street-lamp the light gleamed on the white
  skin.


  "It is almost five minutes," she said anxiously. "Are we almost
  there?"


  "We are there," he answered. "It is a cheap subterfuge, but I had to see
  you alone."


  All of her face was in shadow, but her eyes grew strangely luminous.


  "Mr. Crawley!"


  He said gently. "There is no danger. I have told the driver to keep within
  five blocks of the opera-house. He will travel in a circle and when I give
  the word he will take you straight back."


  "Then start him back at once!"


  "I will if you wish, but you promised to hear this man speak."


  "But you said—"


  "That ten seconds of speech with you meant the world to me, and I did not
  lie. I could not talk in the opera-house. I knew you would not listen while
  that tawny-haired man was near you. Tell me, is he one of 'they'—one of
  those forces which control you?"


  She was silent.


  "You need not speak."


  "I WILL speak," she said at last. "Yes, he is one of them, but he is the
  least. You saw him. You can judge if he is a trifling man to cross in even
  the smallest thing—but he is the least of them. That is your warning!
  See, I read your mind, in part, and I know that you are planning how you can
  tear me away from that power which you vaguely guess at! If you had the
  slightest knowledge of it, you would flee from me as if from the worst plague
  and you would cross continents to place a distance between yourself and
  me."


  "Nevertheless, I shall not leave you."


  "You shall not?"


  "If you insist on going back to the opera-house I will go with you. I will
  take that leonine fellow aside and tell him my suspicions to his face."


  "No, no! That would be utter ruin."


  A hush fell on them as they stared at each other through the cessation of
  a sound, but like a light that is blown out.


  "Why have you followed me?" she asked at last, and the strength was
  slipping from her voice.


  "I couldn't stay away. I tried."


  The light at a crossing flared into the car and showed his face set in
  stern lines. She shrank and whispered as though someone might overhear, "I am
  afraid!"


  "If there were no one waiting for your return in the opera-house, would
  you be afraid?"


  "I don't know. I dare not think."


  "Have they a right on you?"


  She shook her head.


  "But I have a claim—the claim of love."


  She raised her arm as if to ward him off.


  "You look as if you hate me," she murmured, but he saw belief go flushing
  up her throat and shine in her eyes.


  "You do believe?" he said. "If you will trust me I can fight for you
  against the devils in legion."


  "I try to understand."


  "Is it hard to do?"


  "It is like music, is it not?" she whispered.


  He said, "For three days I have been alone, even in crowds I have been
  alone. And now perhaps I have only this moment to see you, but I am as happy
  as if eternity were in a second."


  Her eyes looked past him.


  "Beatrice, do you care at all? Have I the ghost of a chance?"


  He could not tell whether it was only a drawn breath or a whispered "Yes."
  And still her eyes dreamed.


  "Beatrice!"


  "Yes?"


  "Do you think you could learn to care for me?"


  "I dare not think!"


  "Answer me!"


  "I think—perhaps!"


  "You care already?" He leaned still closer, and suddenly she clung to him,
  and in a broken voice: "I do care. Oh, I do care. It is mad and rash and
  cruel to you, but this moment is mine and yours, and they have all my
  life!"


  A sob stopped her, and his heart rose into his throat and made him dumb.
  She spoke.


  "They are strong, but their power is that of devils—and yours is the
  strength of a man. I am not shamed. I am too starved for happiness—and
  you can give it to me. Oh, my dear, your voice to me is like sunshine in a
  room that has been dark for ages—come closer—see, something
  unfolds in my heart like the petals of a flower touched by the light. Take
  me, and hold me, and kiss me."


  

  AND after that, time stopped. The street-lights shone over pavements newly
  wet with rain and pointed a thousand diamond lances at them as they whirled
  past. They saw nothing. The traffic reared about them, thousands of voices,
  bursts of laughter, chatter of words, the whir of starting automobiles, the
  sudden screaming of horns—they heard nothing.


  But Time claims its own, however far they may wander. It found Beatrice,
  and with its cold touch froze her smile.


  "It is late!" she cried. "It is hours and hours late! Turn back for the
  opera-house—quickly, Jim!"


  Her accent, lingering over that new-learned word, made him catch his
  breath.


  "Do you dream that I will let you go back to them?"


  "You gave me your word!" she pleaded. "You gave me your word to turn back
  when I asked. It's for your sake, Jim!"


  "Will you hold me to my promise?"


  "I must!"


  He groaned, but leaning forward gave the order to the driver.


  "YOU know that I am not thinking of I myself?" she asked tremulously.


  "But how can I help you, Beatrice, if you will not give me a chance to
  fight against them?"


  "Jim, Jim, you must never fight against them. Promise me!"


  "Do you think they can cow me as they frighten a timid girl?"


  "Dear, even strong men are afraid of devils and have no shame of their
  fear."


  "What are they? What is their power? I shall go mad unless I know."


  "Jim, as long as you don't know what that power is, you will have a chance
  of happiness, but if you know—"


  "What then?"


  "The thing which haunted Vincent Noyes to his grave was his knowledge of
  that power."


  Crawley shuddered. He would never forget the dull-eyed despair of the man
  from India—that nerveless grip on life—that deep and hopeless
  foreboding of death.


  "Promise me you will never ask me again, Jim?"


  "I shall wait until you come to me of your own will."


  "We are almost there. You will find a way to come to me again?"


  "In spite of hell," he answered quite fervently.


  As the machine turned the last corner, she cried out in fear. He looked
  out the window of the car and saw the street black with people and full of
  automobiles starting away from the entrance of the opera-house.


  He could feel her trembling as she shrank against him for protection.


  "Look!" she moaned and pointed a wavering arm.


  He saw the tawny-haired man, a head above the crowd, standing near the
  door of a waiting automobile and scanning the pavement up and down with a
  last searching glance. Then he stepped into the machine which instantly moved
  off.


  "Shall we follow him?" asked Crawley.


  "I am afraid. If he knows I have been with you, he will—"


  "How will he find that out?"


  "His devil will whisper it in his ear—describe your face—even
  give him your name."


  The cold sweat was on Crawley's forehead.


  "What fiend could tell him that?"


  "The fiend is I!"


  He caught her by the arms and made her face him.


  "Beatrice, what madness is making you rave?"


  "Jim, dear Jim, it is the horrible truth. I could not keep it from
  him."


  "Why?"


  "You have promised not to ask."


  He ground his teeth.


  "You shall not go back to him," he said firmly.


  "If I fled a thousand miles from him he would bring me back. Take me to
  his house. It will be terrible to face him, but easier now than later."


  Crawley leaned forward and spoke to the taxicab driver.


  "That is not the address!" exclaimed Beatrice.


  "It is the place to which we are going."


  "What is it?"


  "My lodgings."


  "Jim!"


  "I gave you my word to bring you back to the opera-house when you wished,"
  he said, "and I did it. Now you are going to do what I say."


  "No; no! no! Don't you understand? Jim, think of Vincent Noyes! Let me go
  from the machine or I shall cry out!"


  "If you try to, I'll stifle you with my hand. I mean it."


  "Dear—"


  "I won't listen."


  "It means death."


  "Perhaps. In the meantime there's only one thing that I fully understand
  about this whole affair, which is that the longer you stay with 'they' the
  more hopelessly you fall into the toils. The time's come to break away. If I
  can't see my way against them, then I'll simply fight blindingly."


  "Jim, it's for your sake that I wish to—"


  Her voice trailed away. He sensed rather than saw her settle back against
  the cushions. Her hand found his and relaxed there.


  "I'm tired—deadly tired, Jim," she whispered.


  The taxicab drew up in front of his lodging. He paid the driver and then
  helped Beatrice up the dingy stairs to his room, where Abdallah forgot his
  dignity to welcome her. Beatrice held the big Persian in her lap. They both
  seemed to watch Crawley with a half-sleepy and a half-expectant interest.


  "And now?" she asked.


  "It's very late," said Crawley, "so we'll stay here tonight. Early
  tomorrow morning we start for the country. I know a place up in the
  Connecticut hills. It will be very beautiful at this time of year—the
  old inn—we shall go there."


  She closed her eyes, smiling faintly.


  "It is so pleasant," she murmured, "to do without fear what another
  commands. I have been armed with suspicion, and now I can lay my armor aside.
  I feel—like a cat beside a warm hearth, Jim!"


  Her low laughter died away suddenly. She started erect in the chair.


  "Jim! How can I go gadding about the country like this with you—and
  here in your room tonight—"


  She started to rise, but his gesture stopped her.


  "It's all right, my dear," he said calmly, "you needn't worry about
  that."


  She regarded him with a puzzled frown, as if she strove to believe him but
  found it a hard task.


  Her lips framed a word but made no sound. Crawley crouched in front of her
  and gathered her hands into his.


  "If I am to fight for you I must have a legal right to do so," he
  explained.


  The wide frightened eyes made him wince.


  "You will trust me even in that, Beatrice?"


  She sighed. It was as if all her cares went from her in that breath.


  "You have said you love me, Jim?"


  "God knows I do, dear!"


  "Then if I love you it must be right, mustn't it? I am so tired, all at
  once, that I can't think."


  He was very grave and his jaw set to a grim fighting line.


  "I shall make it right. I'll ask nothing of you now except to fight for
  you. If I win, then in time, perhaps we will be truly man and wife."


  

  SHE smiled, a dim obsolete smile like that of an ancient woman encouraging
  the rash optimism of a child. A new, choking emotion made him turn sharply
  away and begin pacing the room. She watched him in absolute silence. Finally,
  he glanced and saw that she slept with the same faint, sad smile as if
  depreciating her happiness. Very vaguely he guessed at the utter weariness of
  soul which allowed her to sleep at such a time.


  He raised her gently in his arms. She did not waken. Her breath came
  regularly, softly, against his cheek. He laid her on the bed. She sighed and
  her lips moved. Crawley leaned over until he could hear the word. Once, twice
  it was repeated. He straightened up suddenly, his eyes deep with awe. After
  that he pulled a cover over her, watched her pale beauty for a moment, and
  then went to the open window.


  Outside was the holy night. Looking up between two lofty, stern walls, he
  could see the sky and guess that it was blue. The red flare of the city
  dimmed the stars, but slowly he grew aware of them. He had forgotten that
  they shone over New York.


  They called him back to the sacred moments of his life, to his boyhood, to
  all things of reverence which had gone into his nature. There was something
  very like to a silent singing in the heart of Crawley, and behind his lips a
  vow like that of the crusaders.


  Here a low moan from the sleeper made him turn suddenly. Her face was
  flushed. She was frowning. One arm was thrown above her head and the hand was
  clenched. Evidently she was dreaming unpleasantly, and whatever that
  nightmare was it seemed to have a meaning for Abdallah. Even as Crawley
  turned, the big Persian uncurled himself on the chair where he slept and
  crouched with rising hair and switching tail, suddenly roused to a fighting
  watchfulness. Something of what Noyes had said of the cat came back to
  Crawley and made a coldness around his heart.


  Abdallah leaped from the chair and padded swiftly to the door where he
  sniffed at the crack along the floor. Instantly, however, he turned, and with
  bristling hair and eyes like yellow points of hell-fire, he ran back and
  leaped upon the bed.


  Beatrice still stirred in her sleep; her hand remained clenched; her lips
  moved. Abdallah stole from her feet toward her head with the manner of a wild
  animal stalking a prey. Then he crouched, his tail still switching angrily
  from side to side, and fixed his blazing eyes upon the face of the sleeper.
  The unearthliness of it turned Crawley's soul to water. He had seen the cat
  fawn about Beatrice only a few moments before. Evidently she had known the
  cat of old, but now Abdallah acted toward her with all the singular mixture
  of hatred and fear which Crawley had observed in him on that night when he
  had said good-by to ill-fated Vincent Noyes.


  He crossed the room hurriedly and leaned over Beatrice. She still
  struggled in her nightmare and from her whisper he gathered only the word:
  "No, no, no!" repeated over and over again. She was fighting against
  something in her sleep, fighting bitterly. Under the faint light her forehead
  gleamed with moisture, and at the sight of her mute suffering a tremendous
  wave of pity and tenderness swept over Crawley.


  Instantly there was a change! Her whispering ceased. The flush died down.
  Something in her face went out like a snuffed candle. A weary smile
  touched her lips. Her hand moved until it encountered Crawley's by chance and
  closed about it. The soft touch thrilled the big man. Her smile died; slowly
  her fingers relaxed; she was sunk again in a profound and dreamless
  sleep.


  Crawley straightened up, feeling as if he had performed some wearisome
  physical labor. Abdallah was curling himself up at Beatrice's shoulder and
  purring loudly. Crawley crossed to a chair and sank into it, his face buried
  in his hands.


  No matter what the odds, if it had been an affair in which he could use
  his physical strength he would have wagered on success in the end, but
  against the sinister power which reckoned nothing of space or time and which
  crept into the sleep of its victims he felt utterly helpless. Between that
  power and the sleeping woman he loved, he was the only barrier. How slight
  for all his experience and all his strength! He walked in the night while a
  thousand hands reached out after her, invisible, deadly hands. Crawley
  interlaced his powerful fingers behind his head and groaned in an agony of
  impotence.


  The gray dawn came at last, and in the opposite mirror his face showed
  lined and set like that of a sick man. Once more, with a falling heart, he
  thought of Vincent Noyes.


  SHE woke at last into another personality. It seemed as if her sleep had
  brushed from her mind all the thoughts of the preceding day. In the face of
  this fresh, radiant beauty he found it impossible to mention his plans until
  she came to him and dropped her hands on his shoulders.


  "And now?" she asked.


  "And now?" he repeated dully.


  "Don't we go to the country today?"


  "I—" he began, and found it impossible to go on.


  "Have you changed your mind, Jim?" And her voice went low with anxiety.
  "No, no!"


  With a great effort he managed to meet her eyes. It seemed to him that he
  could look an unfathomable distance into their clear depths.


  "We have three things to do," he said mechanically. "First, to buy you
  some clothes—you can't go in an evening gown, you know; then to get two
  tickets for the country, and last, to be married... Beatrice, am I right to
  let you sacrifice yourself because of your need to a man you do not know,
  and—"


  "Oh, my dear!" she cried, and her voice, with a hint of both tears and
  laughter, sent a thrill of tenderness through Crawley. "I have known you
  always; I've been waiting for you all my life!"


  Yet when they left his room she seemed aloof again, for there is a native
  strangeness in all things of beauty. All day she was humming and singing
  softly, and there was almost a dancing cadence in her step. And how full of
  changes!


  She was like a butterfly, dressed in clinging filmy stuffs, when he left
  her at a Fifth Avenue shop and went out to get the ring and the license. When
  he returned he found his butterfly transformed by a walking-suit into an
  almost Puritan drab, saved only by a soft touch of color at the throat.


  

  THE wedding was an affair of the other world, even though it took place in
  the City Hall. Some one droned words before them to which they returned
  answers. He was told to put a ring upon her finger, and then they were man
  and wife. It meant nothing. Her forehead was cold when he touched it with his
  lips. Even at the last moment, when they entered the Grand Central Station
  with Abdallah in a basket, he expected her to break suddenly into mocking
  laughter and leave him there with a heart filled only by a dream. Not until
  they sat in the train, not until the train itself had started, could he look
  on her and feel that she was really his.


  They got off at New Haven and hired an automobile to drive out to
  Willowdale Tavern. It was really more of a private dwelling than a hostelry.
  An atmosphere of domestic privacy could never be quite divorced from the old
  colonial house even by modern commercialism. It lingered about the old prints
  on the walls. It faced one in the dignity of the white columns of the porch.
  It creaked in the antique furniture.


  Their rooms occupied a corner of the second floor. They were spacious
  apartments, eternally cool, and eternally peaceful. Abdallah signified his
  approval by curling up to sleep in the spot of sunlight on the flowered
  carpet. There was only one touch of modernity or art, and that was a bronze
  statuette of a satyr. This stood upon the mantelpiece, a roomy shelf, which,
  by the size of the fireplace, was forced up some six feet from the floor. All
  the rest of the room was softly old-fashioned. And as a final touch to
  complete the spell, against the window brushed the limb of a great
  maple-tree, bright with small new leaves.


  Its movement seemed to beckon them out into the spring evening, and
  Beatrice could not remain inside. So they took a generously winding road
  fenced with thin-topped poplars on either side, so that as they looked up
  they found the sky always patterned in a different manner by the delicate
  tracery of the branches. She was infinitely gay and interested in all that
  she saw.


  The New England landscape was a new world to her and he was kept busy
  telling the names of birds and trees and flowers. And then he had to talk
  about the country, as far as they could see it. It was a favorite place with
  him on week-ends, and he knew all the lore—what old colonial families
  had lived on such and such a place—and where the early settlers had
  built a blockhouse for security against the Indians, and how they held it,
  too, on more than one occasion against great odds.


  Suddenly he was aware that she no longer listened, and turned to find her
  staring fixedly up into the sky. He followed the direction of her gaze. For a
  moment he made out nothing, but, then, against the darkening sky he saw a
  broad-winged hawk circling low and lower as if about to pounce upon them. The
  joy went out of Crawley's heart.


  "We have walked too far," said Beatrice, trembling as if with cold. "And
  it is late. Let's turn back to the tavern."


  "Yes," he agreed sadly, "it's very late."


  And as they walked back in silence, now and then she started into a more
  hurried pace and glanced sharply behind her. He asked no questions. He
  acknowledged miserably to himself that there was no question he could ask.
  The shadow of the hawk had fallen upon them.


  Crawley had supper served in their rooms, marvelous fried chicken, and
  afterward great cups of coffee with cream in it, for no one would suggest
  black coffee in such a place. They had scarcely finished eating when her eyes
  began to grow filmy.


  "Not that I'm tired in body, Jim," she explained, "but, oh, my mind has
  never rested before for years and years, it seems!"


  "Before I go there's one thing I want to do," he said. "You remember that
  hawk, Beatrice, which we saw—"


  She made a sudden gesture, half fear and half repulsion.


  "Yes, yes! I remember."


  He drew out a pocket automatic and handed it to her.


  "It may be that you'll see that hawk again," he said, and she accepted the
  weapon in silent understanding.


  He said good night almost as formally as if they had been strangers, and
  she thanked him for it with a timid glance; but when he stood with his hand
  resting on the door to his own room, she ran to intercept him and threw her
  arms around his neck.


  "God bless you, Jim," she whispered. And when he was alone in his room he
  muttered, "God help us, she should have said, for I think that nothing else
  can!"


  He turned to see Abdallah daintily washing his face, and the movements
  made the cat seem to nod his head in agreement. Yet in spite of his
  forebodings, his sleeplessness of the night before made Crawley go to bed
  early, and the swishing of the maple branch against the window pane lulled
  him at last into oblivion.


  It seemed ages later that a peculiar spitting sound roused him. He sat
  straight up in bed, with a cold sense of disaster in his heart. There was the
  hissing sound again. It required a mighty resolution for him to scratch a
  match and light the candle which stood on the small table beside his bed.
  Abdallah, with switching tail and fur erect, crouched close to the door which
  led to Beatrice's room.


  "Abdallah!" called Crawley softly.


  The Persian turned his head and showed two evil, gleaming eyes, and
  immediately turned back to his vigil. He passed a tentative claw under the
  edge of the door. Crawley stepped close.


  "Beatrice!" he called.


  There was no answer from the next room, and then he realized that his call
  had been merely a whisper. He moistened his dry lips and was about to call
  again when he caught the sound of a light footfall from her room. He threw
  the door wide.


  

  SHE was fully dressed, leaning above the open traveling bag which he had
  bought for her the day before.


  "Beatrice!" he cried. "What's the trouble?"


  She should have started at the nameless fear which was in his voice.
  Instead, she turned slowly and the light in her eyes was cold as the
  mysterious smile of the sphinx.


  "You!" she said, and Crawley did not recognize her voice.


  "For God's sake, Beatrice!" he said, shrinking back a pace.


  Her hand darted into the traveling bag and came out again bearing the
  automatic. She faced him with a smile that stopped his heart; and then, with
  the weapon leveled at him, started for the door.


  "What has happened? Are you leaving? Have you—"


  He stopped. He might as well have spoken to a sleep-walker. It seemed as
  if he could still feel around his neck the pressure of her arms when she bade
  him good night the evening before. Now she was a creature of another world. A
  new soul was in that body. It was that new soul which the cat stalked.


  Closer and closer she stepped. He did not move. And then, as he had hoped,
  her eyes left his and flashed toward the door. At that instant he leaped and
  wrenched the gun from her hand.


  She cried out softly. It was like the snarl of an animal. As she sprang
  for the door he grappled with her. She writhed away, twisting from his grip.
  Once more he closed with her. She fought him silently. Her clenched hands
  beat against his face. Her eyes blazed close to his and her breath came
  panting, but she made no outcry. That was the chief horror of the
  thing—the silence of the girl and the spitting of Abdallah.


  He crushed her close, and suddenly she went limp in his arms. Her face
  tilted back like a white rose on a broken stalk. He carried her to a chair
  and sat holding her. He dared not let her go. It seemed to him that the
  yearning in his heart was calling back her real self to her body, but that
  unless he held that body firm, it would slip away and flee to the ends of the
  world. She had fainted, but life was coming slowly back. In his grief he
  wondered whether the old or the new self would look at him when at last she
  opened her eyes again.


  Around and around glided Abdallah, with his luminous, yellow-green eyes.
  Once he stopped and struck at the foot of Beatrice with his claw. Crawley had
  to drive the cat away. Yet still Abdallah would not leave off his stalking,
  as if he recognized the alien spirit in the girl, and his actions were those
  which Crawley had observed when he sat in the room of Vincent Noyes. At last
  the cat paused in front of them and straightened from his crouch. To the
  astonishment of Crawley, Abdallah suddenly arched his back and rubbed in the
  most friendly manner against the foot which he had struck at the moment
  before.


  He had no time to wonder, for now Beatrice caught her breath with a
  half-moan, and then her eyelids fluttered wide. She was trembling violently,
  and her glance wandered wildly until it rested on his countenance.


  "Jim!" she cried, and pressed close to him.


  The warm blood returned to his heart at that.


  "What has happened?" she asked in that faint, complaining monotone of a
  person long sick.


  "Nothing. It's all right now."


  She drew a great breath and was passive a moment, then: "Jim?"


  "Yes."


  "I thought—I dreamed—"


  "It was only a dream. You mustn't think of it now."


  She started up.


  "But if it is a dream, why am I dressed and why are you here, and
  why—"


  She broke off with a suppressed scream of horror, pointing toward the
  automatic, which glittered on the floor.


  "It was not a dream! You stood there-there in that door—and I held
  that weapon pointed at you; and—oh, my God, they have had my soul in
  their power once again!"


  She whirled on him in a panic of grief and terror, and clung blindly,
  desperately, to him.


  "You won't let them take me, Jim—never again? Once more and it will
  kill me, Jim!"


  He drew her into the chair and knelt beside her.


  "Now is the time when you must break the silence," he commanded. "You see
  I can do nothing for you until I know?"


  "Don't ask me!" she pleaded. "This ignorance is terrible, but the truth is
  far more awful. It would drive you mad with the sense of your helplessness
  against them."


  "You must tell me," he repeated calmly. "I shall know."


  "I'll never tell you, in mercy to yourself, Jim," she answered, her
  excitement going and sadness taking its place. "Never as long as—"


  She broke off with a cry, and he knew that she had seen the automatic
  again. She covered her eyes.


  "Begin now," he urged. "There is plenty of time. Tell me slowly and tell
  me all, Beatrice."


  "Oh, Jim!" she moaned, "before I told him the truth Vincent Noyes
  was a man almost as strong and brave as you are. But if you force me to
  tell—yes, yes! I'll tell it all. It's like washing sin from my soul to
  share the secret with only one person. But where shall I begin?"


  "With Noyes!"


  She trembled violently.


  Wherever you wish. But first I must try to tell you of another world,
  which lies altogether outside your world of fact, Jim. Will you try to follow
  me, and understand and believe as much as you possibly can of my story?"


  She knit her forehead in the effort to muster her facts.


  "After all," she said, "I suppose this is no more a miracle than wireless
  telegraphy. Only that it has to do with human souls, Jim. I don't know all
  about it, but Devil Ritter, in his one moment of weakness during his whole
  life, explained the thing."


  "And 'Devil' Ritter'?" queried Crawley softly.


  "Yes, he is the man. Even his friends—if he has any—call him
  Devil Ritter. But I think he was a good man until he discovered this terrible
  thing. It is the thought wave."

  


  
IV. — DEVIL RITTER


  "THE thought wave?" repeated Crawley.


  "It's so hard for me to explain. I know nothing of the science of the
  thing. I'll begin with Ritter. He is a cripple, and the weakness of his body
  he has made up for by training of his mind. He told me that even as a boy he
  possessed a peculiar ability to influence others. I suppose that you and I
  and everyone have noticed that when we are thinking hard, the subjects of our
  thoughts will be often mentioned by someone who is near us. It must be more
  than mere coincidence. At least it seemed so to Ritter. He noticed also that
  this mental telepathy has nothing to do with space or situation. Now and then
  he received letters from friends, who practically answered questions of which
  he had thought, but not expressed.


  "He decided that if he could perfect his powers of concentration, he could
  in time actually steal into the brain of another and give the other man his
  thoughts. But that wasn't all that he desired and hoped. He thought it was
  possible for him to establish so absolute a connection with another mind that
  at any distance he could read the mind with some degree of accuracy. As
  nearly as I understand Ritter, he bases his belief on some such scientific
  doctrine as this: He says that all forms of energy are expressed in
  vibration; that is to say, in waves. Supposing that the vibrations of the
  universe were so arranged, in a great scale, then each of these forms of
  energy occupies a fixed number of octaves on the scale. In sound, for
  instance, the musical note, middle C, has two hundred and fifty-six
  vibrations to the second, and the C above it has just double the number, five
  hundred and twelve. Do you understand?"


  "I begin to," said Crawley eagerly. "I begin to see how he worked out his
  theory."


  "Well then, you know of the various sorts of energy each one has a fixed
  place on the universal scale. Sound has more vibrations than heat and travels
  faster; the Hertzian waves of wireless telegraphy travel far more rapidly and
  with more vibrations than sound; and between the Hertzian wave and the light
  wave there is another great gap. Whereas sound travels in air as a medium,
  the medium through which light travels is not air at all, but ether, a thing
  about which no one knows."


  "Of course not," nodded Crawley; "otherwise light could not travel through
  a vacuum."


  "Well," said Beatrice, "this thing is far too abstract for me to explain
  in all its details as Ritter explained it to me; but you know that many
  scientists, even the most conservative, admit the probability or the
  possibility of mental telepathy; that is to say, communication between minds
  without any physical connection. Ritter, therefore, claims in the first place
  that thought is merely a form of energy. It is produced, as physicians know,
  by the destruction and rebuilding of the molecules of the brain. Now, if it
  is a form of energy, and is capable of being projected from one mind into
  space to act upon another mind at a great distance, it must travel, like
  light, through such a medium as ether and in waves. Secretly, Ritter thinks
  that the thought wave travels in a medium even rarer than ether; and, after
  all, ether is only a name, of which scientists know nothing except that it
  fills all space. Why should not thought actually travel in waves and through
  ether or some other medium? The miracle of it is not more strange than the
  traveling of light.


  "To begin with, Ritter started with the assumption that thought, since it
  was merely a form of energy, could be controlled and projected over vast
  distances. For years he practised this projection of the thought wave. He did
  it by concentrating, painfully, absolutely, upon one person and upon one
  idea. In time he was sure to hear from the person of whom he had thought and
  of the idea which he had been striving to project toward the consciousness of
  the other man. If he had stopped here, he might have given to the world a
  great scientific discovery, which could have been put to good use; but Ritter
  is evil, all evil. He has the malevolence of certain cripples toward the
  whole world.


  "He could, to a certain degree, force his thoughts into the minds of
  others; but this was not what he wanted. He wished to read the thoughts of
  other people when he was far away from them. Can you imagine anything more
  terrible than the power to tell what other men were thinking, at any
  time?


  "But here he found his great stumbling block. The strength of his mind was
  perfect for projecting his own thoughts into the consciousness of others, but
  it was not at all attuned to receiving their thoughts. The difference
  between him and what he desired to be was the difference between the wireless
  apparatus which sends and that which receives a message. No matter how he
  fought to do this, he could not place himself at the receiving end of those
  impalpable lines of mental telepathy.


  "It was a terrible disappointment to his keen, bitter nature. Then he
  thought of an alternative. It was natural that the instrument which sent
  could not receive. But it was possible that just as Ritter was able to
  project his thought into the mind of any person he knew, at least to a
  degree, so some other mind might be so delicately attuned that it could
  receive the thought waves of other mentalities. To a certain extent, you
  know, this is what spiritualist mediums claim to do.


  "He tried a number of these mediums. He practised hypnosis so as to place
  these mediums more perfectly under his control. And he had some measure of
  success. To another man, what Ritter was then able to do would have been
  perfectly satisfying; but he had no sooner accomplished this end than he
  desired something more. He was now able, by placing a fine medium in a
  trance, to put her in communication with the thought waves of any person the
  medium knew, and then made the medium repeat to him what she learned. What
  Ritter desired was a medium so perfect and delicate that he could control
  her, even at a distance and without the use of hypnosis."


  "Good God!" broke out Crawley, wiping his damp forehead. "What this fiend
  wanted was an ear through which he could hear the thoughts of the world."


  "No," said Beatrice, "he cared nothing about the heart of the world. All
  he wanted was to read the minds of those whom he selected as victims. But if
  he could find a medium so delicate, then at any time Ritter could concentrate
  on the medium, and through her collect whatever messages he wished. In his
  own tremendous mind, you see, he had the sending instrument with which he
  projected thoughts. What he now desired was the mind of a second person which
  would be to him like the receiving apparatus of a wireless plant. And this
  second mind was to be attuned to Ritter alone, so as to send him information
  of all the world. For years he hunted through the world in hopes of finding
  such a medium. Finally he went to India, and it was there he found his
  medium.


  She stopped and made a little gesture of appeal. "And now you know?" she
  asked.


  

  CRAWLEY was sickly white. "Beatrice!" he whispered faintly.


  "Yes, it was I that he found, and I am the ear through which he catches
  the thought waves of everyone I know."


  Crawley sprang to his feet, desperate.


  "My God!" he cried. "Do you know what that means? It means that the mind
  of Ritter at this very moment knows of what we talk. He is here. He is in
  this room; not his body, but the immortal, the immortally damned part of
  him—his mind is here. He knows what we think of, what we plan, what we
  hope to do, what we have done!"


  She was as pale as Crawley now.


  "He does," she said, and her voice was without emotion.


  "It can't be!" groaned Crawley. "It isn't possible. I will not—I
  dare not—believe it!"


  "I've had too many proofs that it is no more than the truth," she
  answered. "And you have had a proof as well. It was the dead body of Vincent
  Noyes which you saw!"


  Crawley whirled as if someone behind had spoken to him. Then he snatched
  up the automatic and stared at the door. It was as if he expected that door
  to swing open and Devil Ritter to appear. He was trembling when he faced
  Beatrice again. She ran to him.


  "Jim," she pleaded, "will you hate me now that you know this?"


  "Hate you?" he answered, his breath coming hard. "No, no! But God help us
  both! Tell me—after Ritter found you—and Noyes? Tell me
  everything!"


  "I was helpless against him at first. There was something about him that
  filled me with fear the moment I saw him. Yes, all men fear Ritter when they
  see him. He seems as if—as if he knew all the thoughts of the
  world—all the evil thoughts—and rejoiced in his knowledge. Yet he
  had a fascination for me. It lay partly in his expressionless gray eyes, and
  partly—ah, it's too horrible!—partly in his withered, white,
  clawlike left hand. His whole left side is afflicted with a sort of muscular
  paralysis. His left leg is withered, too, and he has to walk with a cane, a
  revolting hobble.


  "I met him at the house of a mutual friend, and he talked with me for a
  long time. And I remember that toward the close of that conversation I was
  saying nothing except in answer to questions which he put. And that night I
  dreamed of him."


  She covered her face with her hands, but rallied to continue with the
  weird story:


  "I was an orphan, living with an old grand-uncle, an invalid, whom we
  expected to die at any time. He did die, and then, since I had no money,
  Ritter—Devil Ritter—gave me a position as his secretary. It was
  an easy place. He dictated a letter now and then or had me read to him; but
  mostly I was simply asked to sit near him—without talking. That was the
  point, though of course I didn't know it. He would sit in his chair, leaning
  back with his eyes half closed and his forehead puckered. And then I would
  begin to think more vividly than I ever did at other times.


  "I would think of people I knew. Their faces would come before me as
  distinctly as if they were in the room. I would almost hear their voices and
  know what they said. They said all sorts of queer things in my imaginings of
  them. I thought that I was only imagining. How could I know that Ritter was
  directing my mind toward these people, and that what I seemed to hear the
  many say was actually what they were thinking at that time? And how could I
  dream—most horrible of all!—that in me Ritter had found the
  victim whose thoughts he could read without even the aid of a hypnotic
  trance?"


  "But how could he harm people by merely reading their thoughts?" asked
  Crawley, though he guessed the answer.


  "Don't you see, it placed them in his hands. He knew what they would do
  and even where they would go. He knew their likes and dislikes, their plans
  and their desires. It has been easy for men to like me. They seek me out very
  often, and every man who met me was in the power of Ritter, for I was in tune
  with the thought waves of any man I knew at all, and the thought waves which
  reached me were transmitted to my—my master!


  "I never guessed it until the first tragedy, and then—"


  "What was that?" asked Crawley; but her face showed so much pain that he
  immediately added: "Never mind. Leave out everything that hurts you too much
  remembering."


  "I'll tell you all that I can, Jim," she answered. "That first man was
  ruined—ruined utterly—and the profit was Ritter's. There was
  money in it, in the first place; but above all there was revenge, for that
  man had made some cruel remark about Devil Ritter. After the catastrophe I
  began to guess, very dimly, what part I played in the affair. I left Ritter.
  I went to him and accused him to his face. He merely smiled and said, 'By all
  means go, my dear. I'll see you tomorrow when you get over your tantrum!'


  "I laughed in his face and told him how I loathed him. Then I went away.
  But that night I found myself thinking more and more of him. He would not go
  out of my thoughts. I was on the verge of going back to him a dozen times
  before morning. I had to fight against the impulse almost as if I were
  struggling against physical hands which drew me back to Devil Ritter. The
  next morning I almost ran to his house.


  "He wasn't at all surprised to see me, and treated me as if we had no
  bitter scene together the day before. Twice in the next week I broke away
  from him. The first time I decided to leave the city. I bought a ticket for a
  town three hundred miles away. In the middle of the trip I found that I must
  return. I could not help it. Something like a voice within me, an
  irresistible voice of command was repeating over and over again: 'Return to
  Ritter—Devil Ritter—return to Devil Ritter!'


  "I got off the train at the next station and bought a return ticket. When
  I got back I went to Ritter in utter desperation and told him all my
  suspicions. And then—for the fiend inspired him to it—he told me
  the truth about himself just as I've told it to you, and he showed me how
  hopelessly I was in his power. He proved to me that no matter where I went I
  could never escape his power, for his relentless mind would follow and make
  me his slave even at the distance of a thousand miles, and that eventually I
  must return to the nameless horror of my master's presence.


  "Oh, Jim, in the terror and the disgust which overmastered me I defied him
  again, and left for the third time. Then I committed a great sin. There was a
  young man in that city who had loved me for a long time. Yes, you have
  guessed his name. It was Vincent Noyes. I fled to Vincent and told him a
  little—as much as his dazed brain could grasp—of the terrible
  bondage in which I was held. He laughed away my fears—swore the whole
  affair was a matter of a girl's imagination. He offered, if I wished, to
  leave the city with me and take care of me. He offered to marry me on the
  spot.


  "I couldn't do that. I didn't love him. But I accepted his protection, and
  we left together. For two days we traveled together, and all that time the
  haunting, still voice was calling within me, 'Return to Devil Ritter! He
  waits for you! Return to Devil Ritter!' If I fought against that silent
  command before, I struggled with ten times more desperation then. I wanted to
  confide that terrific urging to Vincent; but when I tried to do so I found
  that I could not open my lips, or if I did, I talked of something else. You
  see, the control of Ritter was on me. I knew that he was sitting in his
  chair, leaning back with the pucker in his forehead and concentrating
  mightily upon me, sending his influence after me with a power upon my soul
  greater than that of a magnet upon iron.


  "At last, without a word of warning to Vincent, I slipped out of the train
  at a small station and, as I had done before, bought a return ticket. And
  once more Ritter smiled his welcome on me and put out his cold, white hand,
  and I had to take it in mine, shuddering with horror.


  "The next day Vincent Noyes came to Ritter's house after me. I heard his
  voice and went down into the room where Ritter sat with his two confederates,
  Jordan and Boone—Boone is the tawny-haired man you have seen.


  "When I came in, there was a terrible scene. Vincent sprang beside me and
  swore that he would take me away. Ritter leaned back in his chair, smiling,
  and told him to do it. But Jordan, a big, dark-faced man, said there had been
  enough foolishness and that it had to stop right there. He blocked the door
  with his great body. And then—"


  She stopped, closed her eyes, and then went on in a low, hurried voice,
  "Then Vincent whipped out a revolver and fired point-blank at Jordan. The big
  man dropped to the floor without a sound. I remember he seemed more surprised
  than hurt, and before Vincent could use his weapon again, Boone, raging like
  a demon, was on him; and all the while Devil Ritter was laughing in a way
  that made my blood run cold.


  "I don't know how—I can't imagine how—any man could break away
  from Boone, but Vincent managed to do it. He saw the upturned face of Jordan;
  a single glance was enough to show that the man was dead, and ran from the
  house.


  "Vincent was accused of murder and had to flee from India. He would never
  have been brought to trial by Ritter, though. No, Ritter had no use for the
  law. His own methods extracted far more torture from a victim. He started out
  on the trail of Vincent. Yes, you will say that Vincent had left no trail if
  he could elude the law. It was through me that Ritter followed him. I knew
  what he was after then, and I could fight him effectually by simply shutting
  the thought of Vincent from my mind. But when I did that, Ritter used his
  demoniac power of hypnosis, and when I was in the trance I was powerless, and
  he literally sent my thoughts flying after Vincent, and what I knew, he read,
  yes, or actually forced me to utter."


  Crawley groaned and turned his head toward the door.


  "So we followed Vincent half-way around the world," she went on. "It took
  a long time, for you see when Ritter directed my thoughts after Vincent, it
  was done so powerfully that Vincent must have received some warning, perhaps
  in a dream, perhaps a vague foreboding, for he always fled when we approached
  him. That was part of Ritter's plan. He had no desire to take Vincent and
  turn him over to the law. He knew that the long horror of pursuit, the
  never-ending apprehension, was far more a perfect torture. And think of poor
  Vincent, fleeing from place to place, dogged by a terror which he could not
  even confide to a mortal man in all the world, and with no companion but his
  Persian cat, Abdallah there, who knows strange things, if he could speak
  them!


  "And so we came to New York at last. I remember one night as we were out
  riding in an automobile Ritter stopped the machine before a house, a common
  place, with a brownstone front and a 'To Rent' placard on the window, and
  said, 'Look at that house carefully.' I did, wondering what he meant. After
  we had driven on he said, 'That's the house in which Vincent Noyes will be
  found dead.' And he laughed—Devil Ritter!


  "Ah, if I only had the strength to kill him then—a man's strength!
  But even if I had been a man, what could I have done—what could I ever
  have done to harm him? For great, leonine Boone is always with him, and it
  would require a score of men to overcome that giant. Yes, and I cannot hate
  him as much as I should, for—"


  She stopped, and her eyes appealed to Crawley for help.


  "Because," she went on at last, "incredible as you will think it, I am
  sure that this monster loves me. He has never said so, but I am sure he does.
  All the time I have been with him there has been that still, insistent voice
  within him, repeating the thought of Ritter in all of its appealing
  forms—his loneliness, his great need for human tenderness, and his
  capacity for boundless and passionate love. Yes, he has that capacity, Jim. I
  have guessed it vaguely. Its whole extent I could never know, for he is far
  too grim and great a power for me to define him in all his possibilities. And
  if I were still to be with him and in his power, who knows what might happen
  to me? That voice is always speaking when I think of him, and how can the
  stone resist the steady dropping of the water? So far, the constant knowledge
  of his fiendishness has been the cure to that thing which keeps recurring to
  me—a pity for him, Jim, who could have been so great a power for good,
  and who has been made by his deformity—Devil Ritter in name and in
  fact!"


  "Still in his power?" repeated Crawley, a deep ring of despair in his
  voice. "Don't you see that you were never more in his power than you are now?
  The pity you speak of is now in your voice. Tonight you held a pistol leveled
  against me; it was his hand that pressed the trigger! He is here now! His
  presence is like the air we breathe, and we can only avoid him by death."


  He ceased. A strange light came in his eyes, and leaning over he said
  gently, "Tell me where he lives, Beatrice."


  She guessed his thought, and for answer she laid her hand over his lips,
  her eyes wide with horror.


  "No, no!" she whispered. "Not his death! That would be his crowning
  triumph, for in his death he would ruin both you and me."


  "I shall learn sooner or later," said Crawley quietly, "where he
  lives."


  "And?"


  He shrugged his shoulders as if the matter were ended.


  "There is no choice. Death is a little thing compared with our love!"


  "You shall never discover where he lives," she answered—"never, at
  least, from me!"


  He glanced at her, a deep suspicion gradually dawning on his face.


  "By Heavens, Beatrice," he said suddenly, "I think it is his power which
  keeps you from speaking—or that pity you spoke of!"


  She stared at him with parted lips for an instant and then slipped into
  his arms and sobbed bitterly.


  "Tell me," he commanded, "which is it—pity or that devil's
  power?"


  "Jim," she whispered, "God help me! I don't know!"


  

  AND so they waited for the dawn—she trembling and weeping in his arms
  and Crawley with his despairing eyes fixed upon the door—for beyond the
  door lay the world, and somewhere in that world brooded the spirit of Devil
  Ritter. Yes, it was as Crawley had said, in the very air which they breathed.
  It worked even now, perhaps, in the mind of the girl whose head lay upon his
  shoulder.


  When the light of the sun came at last—that yellow, honest
  light—it brought a deep comfort to Crawley. The helplessness which
  possessed him in the night died away. When the dark veiled the world it
  seemed the proper domain of Devil Ritter, but in the day, for no reason
  whatever, hope returned to Crawley.


  After breakfast he left Beatrice asleep—worn out by the unearthly
  vigil of the night—and walked out to think, to plan. The freshness of
  the air, the playing of the light west wind about his face, increased his
  cheer. His self-confidence, never before shaken, flooded back upon him. In
  the first place, though Beatrice declared that distance made no difference,
  he could not help feeling that some thousands of miles would be a barrier
  even to Ritter. Where should they flee? Perhaps South—perhaps West?
  Yes, that would be the thing—the mountains of California. He walked on,
  now fast and now slow, scarcely heeding where he went, and always revolving
  new plans, new details.


  Finally he was conscious with a start that he must be far from the tavern.
  He felt like a man awaking from a sleep. He glanced at his watch and found
  that it was half past ten. He must hurry back in order to wake Beatrice for
  lunch.


  Yet in spite of his hurry it was almost noon before he reached the old
  colonial house. As he started to run up the stairs, humming a song, the
  proprietor called to him. He turned back.


  "Mrs. Crawley left a message for you, sir," said the man.


  Crawley's hand contracted on the railing of the stairs.


  "Left a message?" he repeated dully. "Where has she gone?"


  "She asked me to tell you that she has gone into New Haven, Mr. Crawley.
  You must have walked too far, sir. Your color has quite left you."


  "New Haven," said Crawley. "Gone to New Haven!"


  He laughed for the utter hopelessness of the thing. Perhaps it was better
  that it should have happened so soon.


  "What time did she leave the tavern?" he asked.


  "Half past ten—exactly," said the proprietor, and Crawley turned
  sick. It was at that moment that he had roused himself from his plans for
  their flight and had turned back to the tavern—at the instant when she
  was starting for Devil Ritter!


  "Thank you," he said, and turned back up the stairs.


  "Shall I serve you in your room?" asked the proprietor, and, receiving no
  answer, he muttered, "These city folk—they overdo it when they get out
  into the open!"


  There was still the ghost of a hope left to Crawley that she had merely
  gone on some errand into New Haven, and would return, for in her room he
  found her traveling bag; but as the afternoon wore on that slender hope
  disappeared. Evening came—and still no Beatrice. As the dark began he
  could no longer remain within the room. The very air breathed memories of
  her. It was too late to leave the tavern that day. Moreover, when he did go,
  where should he search for her? She had refused him Devil Ritter's
  address—through pity or what?


  As he went downstairs he passed a newcomer at the tavern—a dark,
  squat, heavily built fellow. He went on out into the deepening gloom and took
  the path down the road between the solemn poplars where he and Beatrice had
  walked the evening before. He could not have made a sadder choice. When he
  came to the place where she had stopped short and stared up at the circling
  hawk, he also paused and looked up. It seemed to him that the same hawk
  circled there again. To make sure and get a better view of the sky through
  the poplar tops he stepped to one side.


  The movement saved his life, for something swished past his head, fanning
  his cheek. He whirled and struck out with all his might. The blow went wild,
  but it served to make the assailant dodge and miss the second blow with his
  bit of lead pipe. For a moment they faced each other, crouched, panting,
  silent—for it was too far from the inn for an outcry to bring help to
  Crawley. In the dim light he could make out that the other was the newcomer
  at the inn. He leaped in again, dodging like a boxer the blow of his enemy,
  and struck again with all his might. The blow thudded home against the
  jaw-bone and the man crumpled up on the ground.


  Before he could recover his senses Crawley ran his hand over the fellow's
  pockets but found no weapon. Evidently the thug had relied upon the lead pipe
  alone. In a moment he recovered consciousness, and Crawley jerked him to his
  feet, holding him with one hand at the throat and with the other drawn back
  ready for a blow. But the other had tasted the bone-breaking power of that
  good right hand before, and now he stood sullenly, making no effort to
  escape.


  "Now, my friend," said Crawley, "there's an easy way for you to get out of
  this little scrape. I don't want you. I want your employer. Will you tell me
  the way to find Ritter?"


  The fellow moistened his lips, hesitated, and then remained silent.


  "Out with it and save your hide!" Evidently the man feared Devil Ritter
  even more than the hard fist of Crawley. He would not speak.


  "I'll have that out of you or break your head like a rotten egg," said
  Crawley, and smashed his fist into the man's face again.


  It was brutal work, but red rage was blinding him. He jerked the
  half-conscious thug to his feet again.


  "Will you speak now, or—"


  The fellow sputtered blood, then, "Damn you! His house is in Long Island,
  on the road to—"


  "Wait," said Crawley. "No general directions. Give me details."


  He made his victim rehearse his description again and again, but the man
  clung to each detail with the persistency of truth, telling how the house lay
  by itself surrounded by extensive grounds, and descending finally to the
  personnel of Ritter's staff of servants. If the man had wished to lie he
  could not have invented so much with so great an accuracy.


  "One thing more," said Crawley. "And if you answer me honestly I'll turn
  you loose, perhaps. How much were you to get from Devil Ritter?"


  "Five thousand—and be damned to you!"


  Crawley whistled softly.


  "Five thousand!" he repeated. "For a swine like you, that's overpay!
  Ritter's extravagant. Now get out, and get fast—and don't go back to
  Devil Ritter!"


  The man faded quickly into the night, and Crawley turned back toward the
  tavern. He was almost happy now that he had definite work to do. A moment
  before he had not a clue to follow. Now he could, at least, beard the lion,
  the lion and the devil living together in one den—Boone and Ritter!


  

  HE reached New Haven in the nick of time to catch an express to New York. It
  was nine o'clock when he stepped out at Grand Central. It was well after ten
  when his automobile stopped in front of the gate to Ritter's house. He told
  the driver to wait there—for an hour, at least—and if he did not
  return in that time to go back to New York—for he knew that if he did
  not return within that time eternity could not bring him back.


  Then he went up to the house.


  With his hand on the electric button he remembered that he had brought no
  weapon—yet he felt no desire to give up the adventure. A revolver,
  after all, would be a trivial thing against Devil Ritter.


  THE door was opened by a slender, gray-haired servitor who squinted up
  inquisitively at the big stranger. Crawley stepped confidently in and
  commenced drawing off his gloves.


  "Mr. Ormsby," he announced. "Mr. Ritter is expecting me?"


  "Ormsby?" repeated the old man with gentle surprise. "I don't recall that
  he has mentioned the name."


  "No?" said Crawley carelessly, and slipped off his overcoat. "That's
  odd!"


  He drew out his card-case, opened and shut it quickly.


  "Haven't a card with me, but just take him my name—Ormsby. He'll
  understand." The servant nodded and turned away to go up the stairs.


  "Better still!" called Crawley hastily. "If he's forgotten me, I'll go
  with you and take him by surprise."


  The man hesitated.


  "Are you quite sure, sir, that Mr. Ritter likes to be
  surprised?"


  "Nonsense! Of course he does—by a friend!" said Crawley, adding
  hastily, "Just show me up to him."


  His breezy good nature overwhelmed rather than convinced the servant, who
  turned away again, reluctantly shaking his head, and led the way up the
  stairs to the second floor.


  Voices came very faintly from one of the rooms.


  "He's in here with Mr. Boone, I believe," said the man.


  "All right," chuckled Crawley. "Now you just trot along back and I'll
  treat him to a surprise!"


  The other turned a look of open objection upon him, but Crawley's cheerful
  smile, and the still more cheerful rustle of a bill in his hand turned the
  tide. He grinned in sympathy and hobbled off down the hall, chuckling as
  loudly as a perfect servant may. When he was out of sight down the stairs,
  Crawley tried the door-knob carefully, softly. It was locked! He ground his
  teeth at the thought of being balked at the last moment. Then he dropped to
  his knees and put his ear to the keyhole. He could make out the
  voices—not very distinctly, to be sure, but as his ear grew accustomed
  to the faintness of the sounds he gathered more and more. "She fights the
  thought of you out of her mind?" a deep, rich voice was querying.


  "Yes, but when she sleeps she'll be helpless," answered a second man, and
  his tone sent a chill through Crawley. He knew as well as if he had heard the
  name pronounced that this was Devil Ritter. And that mellow bass must belong
  to Boone.


  "It'll be a long time before she lets herself sleep," said Boone.


  The other laughed, a soft low sound.


  "She'll sleep after she eats," he said.


  "But will she eat?"


  "She has already."


  "Then—"


  "Yes, go take a look at her. She's locked her door, but you can open it
  with this key. If she's unconscious bring her in. No, don't raise your
  eyebrows at me. It's merely a sleep—no more!"


  Footsteps sounded. Crawley crouched low, ready for the door to open, but
  apparently Boone went out by another way. Presently his step
  returned—this time heavier and more deliberate.


  "Ah," said Ritter, "put her in that chair—so! And now push my chair
  over till I face her. I don't feel like walking today."


  A little silence followed, but Crawley, listening to the thunder of his
  heart, guessed at the cripple leaning forward and fixing his keen, solemn
  eyes upon Beatrice.


  "Speak!" said the voice of Ritter.


  "Be careful," warned Boone, "or you'll wake her!"


  "Boone," answered the master, "you're a fool, and if it weren't for your
  great body you'd be useless. She's in my power, I tell you, as absolutely as
  if her mind were now part of my own. Speak to me, Beatrice!"


  A low voice replied. Crawley strained his ears, but the thundering of his
  heart drowned the sound.


  "Has he seen Stanislaus yet?" asked Ritter.


  Crawley never dreamed that the soft music of Beatrice's voice could make
  him tremble, but now he shuddered as she answered like one half-awake,
  half-asleep: "Yes, he has seen Stanislaus."


  "And what happened?"


  "Stanislaus is gone."


  "Yes, but what did he do before he went?"


  "I don't know. He is hurt."


  "Damnation!" said Ritter. "Stanislaus hurt? Then this job will be for you,
  Boone."


  "I'm ready for it," rumbled the giant. "I'll break him between my hands
  like a biscuit!"


  Crawley tightened his right fist.


  "And the man—Crawley?" asked Ritter.


  She cried out as if she had been hurt.


  "Crawley?" repeated Ritter.


  "Devil Ritter!" whispered Crawley to himself.


  "He has learned—" began the girl uncertainly.


  "What? What has he learned?" asked Ritter.


  "Where you are—where he can find you," she said.


  And Ritter laughed again. The laughter died into a prolonged chuckle.


  "And now?" he asked.


  "He is coming," said Beatrice.


  "Good!" said Ritter. "If Stanislaus failed, Boone will not!"


  "He is here!" said Beatrice.


  "Here? Where?"


  "Very close!"


  "Almost to the house? Boone, take any sort of a weapon and run down to the
  garden. Perhaps the fellow is lurking there. Wait a minute, she's speaking
  again. This Crawley must have the nerve of the devil!"


  "He is not in the garden—he's in the house," she said in the same
  dull, mechanical voice.


  "In the house?" bellowed Boone. "By God, Ritter, the girl is tricking
  us!"


  There was a brief pause.


  "Nonsense!" said Ritter. "I know her perfectly. This is eating her soul
  out, but she can't lie to me! Where is he in the house, Beatrice?"


  "Very close."


  "Boone, are you armed?"


  "No, I don't need a gun."


  "How close, Beatrice?" repeated Ritter.


  "He hears what I am saying."


  "Boone, try that door!"


  A quick but heavy step, as though some giant cat were running, crossed the
  floor, the lock clicked, the heavy door swung open, and a shaft of light
  smote Crawley in the face, where he crouched.


  "Here—he's here!" thundered Boone, and leaped forward, but as he
  moved Crawley lunged out like a football player and drove his shoulder with
  all his power against the knees of the giant.


  

  THEY spilled back into the room in a growling heap of struggling arms and
  legs. The knowledge that he was fighting for both Beatrice and his life
  trebled Crawley's strength, but even then he knew that he had met his master.
  A hand clasped his ankle. It was as if a band of hot steel had been clamped
  against his flesh. It threatened to tear the ligaments loose from the bone.
  He writhed, and kicked out with his other foot. There was an audible, dull
  snap as his heel drove home against Boone's forearm. The giant relaxed his
  grip with a bellow of pain and rage, and Crawley staggered to his feet.


  Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed Beatrice lying in a chair with
  her head fallen wearily to one side and her eyes closed in sleep. Beside her
  was the thin figure of Devil Ritter who smiled calmly at the struggle as if
  he were disinterested.


  He had no time for a second glance, for great Boone rushed at him snarling
  like a dog. His left arm dangled, but one blow of his monstrous right hand
  would end the fight. Crawley's ankle still burned where the grip had been
  fastened—such a grip on his throat— He leaped to one side,
  crouching, and smashed both hands into the big body as it swept past. His
  fists rebounded. He might as well have struck the ribs of an ox.


  And now Boone, roaring like a beast that had missed its spring, caught up
  a massive chair and swung it around his head. He would not be dodged this
  time. Crawley danced back. Boone's roar was half-laughter of triumph,
  half-bellow of pain from his broken left arm.


  There was one possible shelter for Crawley—the table, broad and
  heavily made. He dropped behind it at the very moment that the chair hurtled
  toward him. It shattered with a crash against the table, and one leg of the
  chair, battered loose from the rest of the frame, dropped beside Crawley. His
  hand closed around it instinctively. The roar of Boone, rushing upon him,
  filled his ears like the sound of the sea when he rose.


  The eyes of the giant burned yellow as fire. Crawley struck with all his
  force. The blow beat down the upreared arm of Boone and knocked him to his
  knees. As he struggled yelling to his feet, Crawley swung the heavy stick
  again. It thudded against the skull, and Boone pitched to his face with his
  arms thrown in a loose circle around Crawley's feet. The latter stooped and
  slipped his hand under the breast of the fallen man. The heart still beat,
  though faintly. Then Crawley rose and faced the mirthless smile of Ritter.
  The will to kill shot from his heart to his brain like a flare of red
  fire.


  There was the great enemy crippled, too helpless even to fly. He still had
  his demoniac power, but what could that avail him now? Crawley advanced a
  step at a time, his hands stretched out and the fingers stiffly clutching as
  if already they were settling around his victim's throat. The rage of the
  fight had burned all human emotions from his soul. And like an animal, when
  close to his prey, he crouched for the leap.


  Yet he hesitated. It may have been the unfaltering steadiness of those
  bright eyes which checked him with a burst of unwilling admiration for the
  man's courage. It might have been a thousand things, but suddenly he found
  himself forgetting all of that white face, even the smile. All he saw now was
  the staring eyes. He straightened and struck his hand across his
  forehead.


  But when he looked again the glance only confirmed what he had guessed
  before—he could not kill the man, it was not in his heart to find cold
  cruelty enough for that. In place of the blood-lust there grew up an
  unreasoning desire to be gone away—far away from those all-seeing eyes
  which looked through flesh and bone and reached the heart. He stopped, caught
  up the limp form of Beatrice, and started for the door.


  The moment he began to retreat a hysterical fear overwhelmed him. If a gun
  had lain in the white, thin hand of Devil Ritter, the big man could not have
  feared the cripple more. He turned and faced the smile and the eyes
  again.


  And so he left the room, stealing back step by step, and sometimes
  throwing a frightened glance over his shoulder, for now the danger seemed to
  surround him from all sides. At the door he whirled and ran down the hall,
  gathering Beatrice closer.


  In the lower hall the same old servant saw him pass and ran at him, crying
  out. Crawley freed one arm and swept the gray-haired servitor back. Someone
  called from the upper part of the house. He wrenched open the door, and in
  another moment was running down the path toward the road.


  A fear dogged him that the driver of the automobile might have gone back
  to New York without waiting out the full hour, but as he turned the last
  corner he caught the welcome flare of the headlights. Taxi drivers are wise
  in many ways, and, above all, wise in never asking questions. This one had
  been liberally fed, and now he opened the door of his machine without a word,
  and when Crawley was settled inside with Beatrice, nodded his head in
  understanding to the order which sent him back to New York and then out again
  over the long road to New Haven and the Willowdale Tavern.

  


  
V. — DEVIL AND SATYR


  ALL during the ride she slept, and when he managed to waken
  her a mile or so from the tavern, she was still more than half-asleep. She
  followed him without apparently knowing what she was doing after they
  dismounted in the early morning at the Willowdale. When she reached her room
  she instantly fell asleep again on the bed, and Crawley, haggard of eye and
  trembling now from the reaction of his night's work, sat beside her and
  watched.


  The effort proved too great at last, and he dropped asleep in his chair.
  He awoke with a start at midday to find Beatrice sitting up on the edge of
  the bed, white of face and dark of eye. For a moment they stared at each
  other almost stupidly.


  "Jim?" she asked.


  "Yes?"


  "Was it all a dream? I thought—"


  She stopped as the memories, too vivid for any dream, poured back upon
  her. She slipped from the bed and ran to him, took his face between her
  hands.


  "Jim, it is true—I went back to Devil Ritter!"


  "Yes."


  She caught, her breath.


  "But how—"


  "Don't ask me, dear! All I know myself is that you are back again and far
  away from him. And he is truly a devil!"


  Amazement, fear, and then slow conviction slowly filled her eyes.


  "Jim, you went to that house alone?"


  "Yes."


  "But no one could face great Boone!"


  "I did face him, Beatrice, and at the crisis the devil deserted his own.
  So here we are."


  "But Devil Ritter—no, you did not harm him!"


  "How do you know?" he asked rather curiously.


  She shrugged her shoulders.


  "It is more than an intuition," she said sadly.


  "Whatever it is," he agreed, "you are right. I didn't lay a hand on him. I
  can't believe now that I let him go. There he sat. I was as close to
  him—almost—as I am to you. I had merely to put out my hands and
  take him by the throat—"


  "Don't, Jim! I understand—you couldn't do it. Sometimes I think that
  nothing human can kill him!"


  "Then he'll live forever?" queried Crawley, but there was no mirth in his
  smile.


  "I can't explain the riddle. I only know that if he dies it will be
  by—


  "We are not beaten yet?" she queried faintly.


  He shook his head in despair.


  "I think we are," he said. "I am wrecked! My nerve is gone! Beatrice, his
  will—his iron will—was stronger than my whole body. If I had
  stayed with him for another minute he would have quelled me with his eye as
  I—as I would quell a pet dog!"


  "I know," she whispered. "Ah, how well I know! The strength of Boone is a
  giant's strength—but it is like the feebleness of a child compared with
  the power of Devil Ritter. Jim, what shall we do? Shall we flee away?"


  "I had as soon try to flee away from—from God or the devil! No, we
  will wait here."


  And they waited there.


  As if in sympathy with their mood the bright day overcast in the
  afternoon—the sky grew dark as evening in autumn and a chill wind
  whistled about the corners of the house and sighed and rushed through the
  maple beyond the window.


  In the evening, to bring what cheer they could into the room, they had a
  bright fire kindled on the great hearth and then sat down, not to talk but to
  wait—wait—wait. Sometimes they strove to begin an idle
  conversation, but something kept their voices low and made them trail away in
  the middle of sentences; and then they would tilt back their heads as if they
  listened.


  And all the while the bronze satyr on the edge of the high mantelpiece
  mocked them with his sinister grin. And Abdallah, curled up beside the fire,
  never moved his round, yellow eyes from the face of Beatrice.


  He began to show positive discontent at last, and, rising, he commenced to
  slink up and down the room. Sometimes he leaped up to the window-sill and
  stared out into the blank darkness. Sometimes he crept up to the door and
  sniffed at the crack along the floor. In the end he contented himself with
  passing around and around Beatrice, his hair growing more and more erect, his
  eyes yellower.


  They knew what it meant. Finally, when the suspense was greater than he
  could stand in silence, Crawley went to her and placed his trembling hand
  over hers.


  "He is near?" he asked hoarsely.


  She nodded. She could not move her eyes from the door.


  "Beatrice, shall I lock the door?"


  And then he smiled at the childish folly of the thought, and the bronze
  satyr on the mantelpiece repeated the smile.


  "Hush!" she said. "Listen!"


  Down the hall came a step, the unmistakable sound of a cripple walking
  with crutch or cane. A light hand tapped at the door. Crawley straightened,
  stepped back.


  "Come in!" he said.


  His voice was merely a gibbering whisper.


  "Come in!" he repeated aloud.


  The door swung slowly open.


  "Ah," said Devil Ritter, "this is truly a domestic scene!"


  And he stepped into the room.


  On the floor in front of him Abdallah crouched, switching his tail from
  side to side slowly, while his yellow eyes fixed full on the face of Ritter;
  then, as if in sudden panic, the big Persian darted away, leaped up to the
  window-sill and scratched at the pane; leaped down again and climbed a short
  distance up the heavy curtain; down again, and with the wondering eyes of the
  three following him, he sprang at last to the mantelpiece and cowered behind
  the bric-à-brac which littered it—safe, at least, from the eyes of
  Devil Ritter.


  "I have come," he said in his soft voice, "for an entirely amicable talk.
  Am I right in presuming that you may care to listen to me?"


  

  CRAWLEY tried to speak, but could only wave Ritter to the chair beneath the
  mantelpiece. He hobbled to it—every motion evidently costing him
  exquisite pain—and sank into its soft depths with a quiet breath of
  relief.


  Abdallah, slinking out from behind the old clock, peered over the edge at
  Ritter and immediately drew back into shelter.


  "You will agree with me," he began, "that in coming to talk this over you
  have made quite a concession—as a matter of fact there's something
  about it that makes me uncomfortable. Perhaps it's merely the atmosphere of
  this absurd old room. Perhaps it's the actions of that—most unusual
  cat."


  And he smiled, first upon Crawley and then upon Beatrice. It seemed to the
  excited brain of Crawley that his smile was an exact duplicate of the grin on
  the face of the antique satyr which stood exactly above Ritter's chair. There
  was, at least, something uncannily fascinating in the idea, as if the artist
  had modeled his bronze after a demoniac of his own day, and now that same
  spirit of hell sat reincarnated in the chair with the shadow of his
  ancestor's image falling upon him.


  "As you know," said Ritter, apparently taking the silence of his hosts for
  granted, "as you know, Beatrice, I am always brief. I have come for you, and
  I shall not leave without you, I hope. That I have called for you in person
  rather than—let us say—in spirit, is a concession wrung from me
  entirely by Mr. Crawley's bravery."


  He turned his smile upon the big man, who could not keep from wincing
  under it. His very soul was turning to water within him.


  "I admire bravery," said Ritter, "and your handling of Boone was
  admirable. He is quite a wreck. The doctor says that he can never be patched
  up again. Well, well! He was quite a spectacle while he lasted, and very
  useful in his stupid way."


  His cold brutality evidently freed Beatrice momentarily from his
  spell.


  "And, of course, you know," she said calmly, "that I had rather die than
  return to you?"


  "Of course I do," smiled Ritter.


  "And I shall not. My—my husband will keep me from you!"


  A spasm of pain made Ritter's face ghastly for an instant, and though he
  was smiling again almost at once, Crawley knew that the torture was still
  working within him.


  There was a slight stir on the mantelpiece as Abdallah writhed his way
  slowly forward, pushing the bric-à-brac out of the way as he hugged the
  wall—to keep further from Devil Ritter.


  "It is for his sake, my dear," said Ritter, "that I am sure you will go
  home with me."


  "His sake?" echoed Beatrice dully.


  "A woman's memory," sighed Ritter, and he waved his hand in graceful
  appeal to Crawley, "is very short indeed. Have you already forgotten Vincent
  Noyes—and others? Ah, I see you have not!"


  "By God," said Crawley fiercely, "if I have to die now, and die horribly,
  you shall not have her!"


  Ritter turned those cold eyes upon him.


  "You are brave, indeed," he said gently.


  Beatrice rose.


  "If you will just lend me your arm to rise, Beatrice," said Ritter, "you
  know I'm not very active!"


  "Beatrice!" cried Crawley, "you cannot leave me!"


  "You fool!" said Ritter, suddenly savage and trembling with his pent
  bitterness. "Do you think it's an easy thing for me to let you go? Am I not
  paying price enough for her? Ah, I could take your great, strong brain and
  body and wring the power from them, little by little, drop by drop—for
  days and days, for months and months, for years and years! It was so with
  Noyes. What—have you forgotten him? Do you remember how he grinned at
  you in the moonlight? Ha, ha, ha!"


  "Oh, God!" groaned Crawley, and Beatrice dropped to her knees and caught
  in her warm ones, the cold hands of Ritter.


  "Let me stay," she pleaded. "I have served you long enough. I have bought
  my release with my years of horror! And I love him so, Ritter. Even the devil
  you serve would keep his hand back from our happiness. What more can you wish
  from me? Tell me that I have earned my liberty, for the sake of mercy!"


  "All your life could not buy your liberty," he said in a strange voice,
  "for you have given me nothing of what you could give."


  "What?" asked the motion of her lips.


  "Love!" he answered, and the traveler in the desert names water in the
  same manner that Ritter named love. "Do you think this petty
  fellow—this creature of blood and brawn—can need you or can serve
  you as my soul can need and serve you, Beatrice? What is he? What is his
  strength? Look! I keep him chained with a glance!"


  And his sneering glance moved to the desperate face of Crawley, then back
  to Beatrice; but her look now left his face and wandered above his head, her
  eyes wide with horror. Abdallah, slinking along the mantelpiece close to the
  wall, had come at last behind the bronze satyr. The statuette stood on the
  very verge of the mantelpiece, and now, as the big cat crowded further and
  further between the pedestal and the wall, the bronze slipped forward under
  the pressure and now tottered on the very verge. Crawley saw also, but, like
  Beatrice, his lips were chained by the uncanny horror of the thing. The
  statuette slid a fraction of an inch forward.


  "What is wrong?" asked Ritter sharply, staring intently into the face of
  Beatrice. "Do you see the handwriting on the wall?"


  He laughed, and laughing leaned back his head to look up. The heavy bronze
  falling struck him fairly on the forehead and then crashed to the floor.
  Ritter lay limp in the chair, without a sound, his face still upturned with a
  little mark of blood upon the forehead. Abdallah peered over the edge of the
  mantelpiece and down into the dead eyes.


  Beatrice ran to the door, calling for help, but Crawley, who knew that no
  help could come, carried the body to the bed and laid it there with the hands
  religiously folded across the breast. The smile of death seemed more than
  ever like the grin of the bronze satyr.


  When he turned again, as several of the tavern servants ran into the room,
  he saw Abdallah curled up on the most comfortable corner of the fireplace and
  evidently asleep.

  


  THE END
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