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THE PLOT THAT FAILED.
CHAPTER I.
TAMBOURINE JACK’S MESSAGE.
“I feared you would not come.”
The speaker, a beautiful woman of two or three and thirty, half reclined on a sofa, in an elegant apartment.
A gentleman, rather old, had entered the room.
He was what he looked to be—one of New York’s money kings.
“It is for the last time, Louise,” he said, toying with his watch guard.
“And why for the last time?”
For a second the woman appeared downcast, and then, rising to her feet, she said, pleadingly:
“You swore that you would always love me.”
“Yes,” he thundered, “but then I was not aware that the shy and modest Louise Calhoun was a common adventuress. Truly, you would be a nice woman to grace my home and be a second mother to my orphan children!”
“I shall force you to keep your promise!” The woman’s eyes blazed and she clinched her hands until the nails sank deep into the flesh.
“Force me—you will force me!” exclaimed the gentleman.
“Those were the words I used, Hilton Field.”
“Why, you are a criminal.”
She buried her face in her hands, and, as she began to sob, dropped upon her knees.
The banker was moved; he had loved this woman, who had introduced herself to him as the daughter of a New England clergyman, and said that she had come to New York with the intention of supporting herself by giving music lessons. Indeed, she bore letters of introduction from a man Mr. Field knew to be trustworthy.
He had helped the stranger along and often called to see her, the outcome of which visits resulted in a proposal of marriage, which was eagerly accepted, as he thought.
He was deceived.
Louise Calhoun could not marry the banker, and none knew this better than herself.
Her whole body seemed to shake with the emotions born of her grief as she knelt at Mr. Field’s feet.
When she removed her hands the old man saw that the face upturned to his was tear-stained and pale.
“How could you, oh, how could you?” she moaned.
“Compose yourself, Louise.”
“Would you be composed if such an accusation was made against you?” she asked, “by one you dearly loved?”
“My information comes from a detective,” Mr. Field said.
“He told you a falsehood! Would you not take my word before his?”
The banker hesitated.
Far better would it have been for him if he had not.
“Perhaps,” he said, “the man was wrong. Do you mind if I bring him face to face with you to-morrow?”
“You will persist in doubting me;” and, as she spoke, the girl appeared to be highly displeased.
“Louise, I owe a duty to my family,” Mr. Field said; “no one can come in contact with them whom even the breath of suspicion might rest on.”
“What is the name of the man who dares to injure my good name?” she asked, her eyes fastened on him as she awaited the answer.
“His name is Nicholas Carter,” replied the banker.
“Nick——”
She suddenly placed her hand over her mouth.
“Yes, Nick Carter. You seem to know him.”
“Only from reading of him in the newspapers. I read of a bold capture of his only this morning,” she replied.
Mr. Field was lost in thought for a second.
Then he raised the young woman from the floor and seated himself beside her on the sofa.
“Tell me you don’t doubt me.”
Her left arm was thrown around his neck, while her right hand fumbled about in her pocket.
Louise Calhoun was all smiles now, as she drew the banker to her so that his head rested upon her shoulder.
Then quickly did she tighten her grasp, drawing a handkerchief from her pocket and applying it to his nostrils.
Mr. Field struggled, and succeeding in breaking away, staggered to his feet.
Then he fell to the floor.
The drug had done its work.
Louise touched the prostrate man with her tiny foot, and assured herself that he was insensible.
“The old fool!” she exclaimed, and her laugh rang shrilly through the apartment, “marry him? I guess not!”
“Louise, you are a trump!”
The speaker, a young man who would be known anywhere for what he was, a sport and gambler, emerged from behind a heavy curtain, where he had been hid.
“How was my emotional acting, Elmer?” she asked.
The fellow kissed the woman, saying:
“Your husband is proud of his wife.”
His praise seemed to please her.
“Where are your men?” she asked.
“They will be outside at half-past eleven”—he pulled out his watch and glanced at it—“why, it is that time now!”
Elmer, as Louise called him, drew a long piece of thin rope from his pocket and pinioned the old man.
When he had completed the job, he said:
“This night’s work will pay handsomely or I’ll eat my head; then for Europe with the swag, sweetheart.”
The rascal left the house and soon returned with two brutal-looking fellows, who awkwardly removed their hats.
Two more villainous-appearing gentlemen in the yeggman line it would be hard to find.
“You, Mackrell, get the old gent by the head,” said one of them, “and I’ll collar his feet.”
“All right, Skip.”
They carried the banker from the house and placed him in a grocery wagon that was in waiting, and drove rapidly off.
This move was accomplished without discovery.
Investigation into some cases of the disappearance of rich persons would establish the fact that they were kidnaped.
The gentlemanly rascal did not accompany his friends.
He could trust them; he had often done so before and found that they would not go back on the man who paid them well.
The pair were members of the gang that Elmer had organized, and without taking active part in their crimes, he was their acknowledged leader.
It seems strange that an organized gang of nearly two hundred ruffians could exist long in the great metropolis, but Elmer Greer’s did until they were—but that is anticipating.
Returning to the apartment where he had left his wife, he said:
“Louise, you must leave here.”
“Why?”
“It is probable that the banker’s friends knew he was coming here.”
“What then?” she remarked; “they know he often calls here; there can be no suspicion cast on me.”
“He spoke about Nick Carter,” said Greer.
“Well?”
“Perhaps he might have come with the old chap and is now waiting for him.”
“Elmer, never until now did I believe you to be an idiot,” said the woman, “but your words force that conviction upon my mind. If Nick Carter were outside do you suppose they would ever be able to carry the old fellow out?”
“I am a fool; I spoke thoughtlessly,” replied Greer.
There was a sharp knock on the door which caused both the guilty pair to start.
The man hid himself in his former place of concealment.
“Come in,” said Louise, faintly.
The door opened and a huge dog sprang into the room, followed by its master.
The woman screamed.
“Don’t be afraid, miss, it is only me and Crackers. We won’t hurt her, will we, Crackers, old boy?”
Louise was not so much afraid of the evil-looking cur as she was of the monstrosity that accompanied it.
The newcomer was not over four feet in height, although his body seemed to have been intended for a man at least two feet taller.
He wore a pair of pants at least a dozen sizes too large and his coat hung about him in folds.
His head was very large, and the heavy shock of red hair that covered it seemed to add to its size.
“Don’t come near me,” cried Louise, as the creature approached the sofa.
“I won’t harm you.”
“Who are you?” exclaimed Elmer Greer, issuing from his hiding place.
“Don’t you know me?”
“No,” replied the villain. “Come, be quick, answer my question.”
The fellow began to laugh and his laughter seemed more like the scream of a hyena than anything else.
“I’m Tambourine Jack,” he said, at length, drawing a tambourine from under his coat and jingling it, at which the dog Crackers set up a dismal howl.
Greer caught the fellow, but released his hold when he felt the dog’s teeth grasp his leg.
“Down, Crackers, down,” cried Tambourine Jack, shaking himself free.
Elmer drew his pistol and pointed it at the cur.
“Don’t shoot, you’ll be sorry,” said the owner. “I have business with you. Come nearer; I must not let the lady hear it.”
The rascal stooped to enable Tambourine Jack to whisper to him.
When he had received the other’s communication, Elmer Greer became deathly pale.
“Great Heaven!” he cried, “what you tell me cannot be true! How do I know you speak the truth?”
“Give me your hand and I will convince you,” said Tambourine Jack, stretching out his grimy fist.
Greer took the proffered hand, and when he released it his pallor deepened.
“Do you believe me now?”
“I do,” replied the rogue. “You are one of us and dare not lie.”
“Come, Crackers, come; we have finished our business here.”
The dog made a snap at Elmer as he passed him, for which he was rewarded with a kick from his master.
When the door closed upon the strange individual and his four-footed companion, Greer said:
“Prepare for the worst, Louise. I fear we stand on the brink of a volcano!”
CHAPTER II.
THE YEGGMEN’S LEAGUE.
At the foot of one of the uptown streets, East River, is, or was, a tumble-down shed, once used as a wholesale oyster depot.
At high tide the water came up under the shed to within a few feet of the street.
Seated around the room, the night following that of the abduction of the old banker, were seven or eight men, while at a rude table in the middle of the shed were two others engaged in playing cards, and on the table between them were several black bottles.
They were a brutal set, the occupants of the place, and more than one of them had received free board and lodgings at Sing Sing.
“I say, you, Jack Frost, that game ought to be about finished,” said the man called Skip. “I’m thirsty, I am, and the bottles are empty.”
“You lose, Dick Denton,” said the fellow addressed as Jack Frost, arising from the table. “Who will go and get the bottles filled? Two quarts, Dick, you know.”
“I’ll go myself,” said the unfortunate gambler, picking up two of the bottles and leaving the shed.
“For Heaven’s sake, don’t be long! I am dying for a drink,” remarked the thirsty Skip.
Dick Denton had not been gone long when there came a double rap upon the door.
The whole gang were on their feet instantly.
“Go to the door, Ben Baker,” said Skip, who seemed to be a leader among them.
“Who is there?”
“Blue!” was the answer.
“Green!” exclaimed Baker.
“Yellow!”
The rough had locked the door when he went to it, but now he drew the bolt.
“It’s Old Man Moses,” cried several, as an old Jew hobbled into the room, and they all laughed heartily.
The newcomer joined in their mirth, with a succession of sounds something like those of a bagpipe with the quinsy.
“You are very glad to see me, my children,” said he, as he rubbed his hands together.
“Of course we are,” said Skip Brodie. “Got anything for us to do?”
Dick Denton rapped on the door, and the Jew started at the sound.
Raising both his hands above his head, he hoarsely whispered:
“Do not open the door.”
“It’s Dick Denton,” said one.
Once more Ben Baker went to the door.
The usual formula was gone through with.
“Blue!”
“Green!”
“Yellow!”
“Stop!” The Jew caught Ben Baker’s arm as he was about to open the door.
“Are you crazy?”
“No! no!” cried the Jew. “Tell me, do you know the voice?”
“As well as I do my own. It is Dick Denton.”
“You are sure?”
Baker admitted Dick.
“Hello, old Shylock!” remarked Mr. Denton.
“Very glad to see you, Dick.”
“You always are, I know, when I have any swag.”
“Say, Moses,” said Ben Baker, “why were you so anxious about my not opening the door unless I recognized the voice? Don’t you know we have hundreds of members I never saw, and I am an old hand?”
“I know all the boys, and they all know old Moses.”
“There is no doubt of that,” remarked Ben Baker, “especially if they ever had any dealings with you. But, come, that is not answering my question.”
They all had gathered around the table, now, and were engaged in helping each other to empty the bottles.
“Boys!” cried the Jew, “you must leave here. You have been betrayed. Detective Nick Carter knows of this place, and may be down on it at any moment.”
“Betrayed!” shouted the brutes, in chorus.
“Tell me, who was it betrayed us?” Skip caught Moses roughly by the arm. “They must have set no value upon their life.”
“Was it Tambourine Jack?” suggested Mackrell.
“No; not him.”
“Who, then?” shouted several of the ruffians.
“Speak, you old screw, speak!” said Skip, tightening his grasp upon the other’s arm.
“You will not strike me?”
“No.”
“It was Dell Ladley.”
“You lie, Jew, the girl is as true as steel; I don’t go much on giving secrets to women, but she is different to the rest.”
As he spoke, Skip Brodie raised his fist and would have felled Old Man Moses to the floor, had he not been prevented by his companions.
“I swear to you what I say is true,” muttered the Jew, quivering with fear, so fierce were the looks that were directed at him.
“What proof have you?”
“I heard her; she did not know that I listened,” replied the old Hebrew; “she is to enter and open the door for Carter and the officers he will have with him.”
“The devil shoot that same Carter, say I!”
The sentiments of the speaker, a burly Irishman, found an echo in the breast of all.
“Excuse me, Moses, I believe you; I was too hasty.”
Skip extended his hand and the other grasped it.
“Why should I tell a lie?” said the Jew; “are we not bound to tell the truth to each other where business is concerned?”
“Hark!” exclaimed Ben Baker, “I hear footsteps.”
“Quick, Barney, the boat!”
The big Irishman, although it was in the dead of winter, leaped through a window into the waters of the river and swam to where a boat was anchored.
While he was rowing it to a position under the window, Skip Brodie went to the end of the shed nearest the land and opened a trapdoor.
“Give me a hand,” the leader said.
With the assistance of Mackrell and Dick Denton he dragged something through the trap.
Covered with grime, in the dim light of the hovel, it would have been hard indeed to have recognized this object as a human being.
Hilton Field, for it was he, more dead than alive, was dragged to the window as if he had been a bag of wheat.
“Ready, Barney?” Skip cried.
“Yes!”
Dick Denton and the others got into the boat—with the exception of Brodie.
“Now, boys, don’t drown him.”
Saying this, Skip flung the helpless banker into the arms outstretched to receive him.
“Pull away and be sure and keep close to the Brooklyn side.”
“Ain’t you coming?”
“No,” replied Skip.
“But if you remain you will be nabbed,” remonstrated the Jew.
“You said the girl was to come first?”
“Yes.”
“Then I shall wait, and when she comes—well.”
The ruffian’s features were distorted with passion.
“Woe to you, Jew,” Skip continued, “if her coming is not followed by that of the police. Pull off, boys; some one is knocking at the door.”
Again the knock was repeated.
Hastily closing the window, the rascal went to the door.
“Let me in! Let me in, I say.”
“That is not her voice,” muttered Skip.
“Blue!”
“Green!”
“Yellow!”
“Who’s there?”
The thief, believing now that they had been betrayed, was very careful.
“Me and Crackers,” was the reply he got.
“Come in—you!” exclaimed Brodie, swinging the door open.
“Crackers,” said Tambourine Jack, addressing the mongrel, “we don’t seem to be very welcome here to-night.”
Jack was a very valuable member of the gang and, notwithstanding his small size and queer ways, there were no large jobs undertaken in which he was not an active worker.
“Anything in the bottles?” asked the visitor, before placing one of them to his lips.
“I guess there is a little left.”
“Say, Skip, I wants to ask you a question,” said Jack. “How comes it that this high-toned rooster, Elmer Greer, bosses the gang?”
“Elmer Greer—I don’t know any such person.”
“Oh, yes, you does.”
“Well, if I do,” muttered Brodie, “how comes it that you know him?”
“Oh, my eye, I knows all the bloods about town,” replied Tambourine Jack. “Crackers here can tell you that we move in the very best society.”
The fellow drew a cigar stub from his pocket and lighting it, said:
“That’s the kind Bill Vanderbilt smokes; he recommended the brand to me, saying: ‘Jack, my boy, lay in a stock of them; they will all be bought up within a few days, there is such a great demand.’”
Skip was in no humor for chaffing.
Dark passions reigned in his breast.
The brute sat on a low stool, his elbows on his knees, his head resting on his hands.
He had determined upon a bloody piece of work, but the still, small voice of his conscience whispered to him not to do what he meditated.
“Tambourine,” he growled, “you can’t stop here.”
“Where are the others?”
“Just left.”
This information did not seem to please Mr. Jack.
“Gone, eh?”
“Yes,” replied Brodie, “they pulled off in the barge as you knocked at the door.”
“Go to sleep, Crackers,” said the little fellow, throwing himself on the floor; “I guess we have as good a right here as anybody else, seeing that we helps pay the rent. We haven’t got our receipt about us for last month, but what of that?—they won’t go to court to have us dispossessed.”
“I told you to go.”
“Now, Skip, we’re come to stay,” answered Jack. “Eh, Crackers?”
“He won’t squeal anyhow,” muttered Skip, “but I’d rather he was not here.”
There was another knock on the door; the ruffian went to it and, after getting the countersign, opened it.
“It’s you, is it? Curse you!”
He caught a young girl who stood in the doorway roughly by the arm, and dragged her in.
“Oh, don’t! you hurt me, Skip.”
The rascal released his hold, and closing the door securely, fastened it.
Returning to the woman, he again caught her and, dragging her toward the light, cried:
“Now, traitor, what have you got to say for yourself? Quick, or I will shake the life out of you.”
Dell Ladley was a fragile girl of about twenty, and she would have been considered very beautiful were it not for the deep marks of dissipation already stamped upon her young features.
“You would not hurt me, Skip,” she said; “you know you wouldn’t.”
“No, not I”—again he shook her—“but if you would jug us all, you know the penalty.”
“What do you mean?”
“That you have betrayed us to that demon, Nick Carter. You grow pale.”
“It is a lie!” she exclaimed.
The ruffian threw her to the floor, and picking up a bludgeon, he lifted it and was about to strike.
“When you were on the point of death, I nursed you,” moaned the girl. “Oh, have pity on me!”
Her words arrested the villain’s arm.
“I have thought over all that,” Skip Brodie said.
“And you will have mercy?”
She dragged herself to him, and clasped her arms about his knees, looking the while imploringly up into his face.
“It is a lie!” Dell continued.
“No, it is not.”
The girl shuddered.
She knew the nature of the man she had to deal with, and was quite aware that to him the taking of a human life was but a passing incident, remembered for a few days, and then forgotten unless something occurred to recall it.
“You will not, oh, you will not kill me!” pleaded the trembling girl.
“But I will, traitor.”
“No, no, oh, mercy!”
The bludgeon was again raised on high and was about to descend.
“Stop!”
Tambourine Jack caught the uplifted arm and placed the cold muzzle of a revolver against the villain’s head.
Skip allowed the club to fall to his side and pushed the little fellow away from him.
“How now? Dare you interfere when a traitor is to be punished?” cried Skip.
“Yes, I dare.”
The wig was torn off and the little fellow straightened himself up, showing himself a good-sized man, as he placed a whistle to his lips.
“Nick Carter, the detective!” cried Skip Brodie, dashing through the window, carrying away sash and all.
The detective sent a bullet after him, but whether the body that splashed into the dark waters was that of a corpse or a living man he could not tell.
CHAPTER III.
ONCE MORE ON HAND.
The bullet intended for Skip Brodie passed within half an inch of his head.
As has been before stated, it was midwinter, but the hardy ruffian did not seem to be at all affected by the cold.
Instead of striking out boldly for some boats that were anchored in midstream, he swam slowly along in the shadow of the piers, heading his course down the river.
The call blown by Nick Carter brought half a dozen police officers to his aid.
“Get a boat,” he said, “the villain has just this moment leaped into the river. If he is not at the bottom, he cannot be many yards away.”
The officers obeyed, but not a trace could they find, under or about the neighboring docks, of Skip.
At one time they were so close to the chase that the bow of the boat came within an ace of striking the fugitive’s head.
The fellow swam nearly a mile before determining to leave the water, and then he pulled himself on board of a low-lying canal boat, anchored at the foot of Thirty-fourth Street.
There were several other vessels lying alongside and, clambering over these, he soon reached the dock.
In the vicinity was a favorite place of his, “Boozing Ken” he called it, and thither he repaired.
Like nearly all saloons resorted to by thieves, it was in the basement.
There was a motley company present—toughs, drunken longshoremen, thieves and, that choice exotic, the young man taking in the town.
“Hello, Skip, what’s up?” said the red-faced barmaid. “Been taking a bath? Rather cold trick, I should say.”
“Hush up! Give me a drink.”
A bottle and glass were placed before Brodie, and, each time filling the glass to the brim, he tossed off three drinks of the fiery stuff in rapid succession.
“What’s up?”
The woman leaned over the bar as she spoke.
“The devil is to pay!” replied Skip. “Where is Jack?”
“In the other room.”
“Anyone with him?”
“Yes.”
“Who?” asked Skip.
“That high-toned friend of yours,” replied the woman. “You know, the kid-gloved bloke. I forget what you call him.”
“I know who you mean.”
“Come in, Crackers; come in, I say.”
Tambourine Jack and his remarkable brute walked into the place.
Skip Brodie started as one who believes he sees a ghost.
A thought struck him, and with him to think was to act.
Rushing upon the little fellow, he caught him by the hair.
“Let go!”
“Damn the dog!” yelled Brodie.
Crackers had sprung upon his master’s assailant.
“Let go, I say!” cried Tambourine Jack.
Skip did release his hold, saying:
“You are genuine; I thought it was another.”
“And has any gentleman arrived in town that resembles me?” inquired Jack. “I should just like to set my eyes on him, I would.”
“And so would I, if I had the upper hand,” muttered the ruffian.
“Strange, you should have taken anyone for me,” said Tambourine. “You might know me by Crackers.”
“That’s where I got taken in,” said Skip. “He had a yellow dog just the size of yours, and he also called him Crackers.”
“Do you hear that, Crackers?” said Tambourine Jack, addressing the mongrel with great solemnity. “There are a couple of fakirs traveling around injuring our good name. We’ll bring an action against them”—the speaker turned to Brodie and held out his immense hands for inspection—“I’ll lay Crackers against a soda biscuit that this nervy chap did not have a pair of flips like them.”
Both the barmaid and Brodie laughed at this.
“Come, Skip,” said the barmaid, leading the way to the back room.
“Can I come?” asked Jack.
“Yes,” replied Brodie; “there is no mistake about your identity this time.”
At a table in the back room was Elmer Greer, and seated opposite him a fellow of the bruiser type, who kept the place.
The pair professed to be glad to see the newcomers, except Crackers.
That member of the party sniffed around Greer’s legs in a manner to make their owner very uncomfortable.
“Jack, get me some dry togs and bring in some roaring hot punch. I swam down from the ranch.”
Skip’s hearers were surprised, and began to ply him with questions, all of which he refused to answer until he had changed his clothing.
When he had effected a change and gulped down more than one glass of punch, he gave them a recital of what had occurred.
They were all attention, especially Elmer Greer.
“Are you sure, Skip,” he said, “that Hilton Field is safe?”
“Of course.”
“But those fellows may go back on us,” suggested Greer; “money is tempting, and in the course of a day or two a large sum will be offered for information of his whereabouts. Then, too, the detectives may discover the hand we had in it.”
“Nick Carter already knows that. Dell Ladley, you may be sure, once she began to talk, kept nothing from him.”
“Where have they taken the banker?” asked Greer.
“To the old house up at Sands Point, on Long Island,” was the reply. “You need not fear for his safety. Mackrell is with them, and he is as true as steel.”
The owner of the face pressed against the glass window that gave light and sometimes ventilation to the room, drank in this last speech of Brodie’s with great satisfaction.
And when the ruffian had finished the face disappeared.
“Our friend here,” said Jack Shea, the proprietor of the den, addressing Skip and nodding toward Elmer, “has a nice lay for the boys.”
“Carrying off another old bloke, I suppose,” remarked Brodie.
“No, something in the bank-cracking line. It’s a soft thing.”
“Yes,” added Greer, “there will not be the slightest trouble.”
“Well, count me out,” said Skip. “New York is getting too hot for me; I guess I’ll rusticate for a while.”
“If you are going to Florida for the good of your health,” remarked Tambourine Jack, crossing one leg over the other, “count me in; my lungs ain’t very strong, and as for Crackers, he has consumption very bad. Haven’t you, old boy?”
There was a knock on the room door and, without waiting to be invited in, the barmaid entered.
“Skip,” she said, “a young woman outside wants to see you.”
The ruffian followed the barmaid and found himself face to face with Dell Ladley.
“You here!” he exclaimed. “You have nerve, at any rate. Don’t you know I will kill you?”
“I care not,” she said, placing her hand tenderly on his shoulder.
With an angry motion he removed it and caught her by the throat.
“I said I would kill you!” he hoarsely cried, his grip becoming tighter and tighter.
The poor girl grew black in the face; she tried to speak, but the sounds were lost in gurgles.
“Don’t kill her,” said one of the roughs who crowded the place.
“What is the matter?” cried Shea, Greer and Tambourine Jack, who came into the outer room, attracted by the noise.
“Matter enough. I have the traitress; she shall not escape me this time,” exclaimed the ruffian.
The dog Crackers seemed to be a natural defender of everybody in trouble.
He fastened his teeth in Skip’s thigh, causing that gentleman to yell with pain.
“Down, Crackers, down,” cried Tambourine Jack, but the dog for once did not obey.
“Do not murder her,” said Elmer Greer.
“Don’t you interfere.”
“I will, though,” exclaimed a man, making his way through the crowd that surrounded the villain.
“Nick Carter!” shouted some one, in the crowd, and everybody rushed from the place, except the barmaid, Brodie and his intended victim.
“Demon or whatever you are!” cried Skip, as he allowed the now senseless girl to drop from his grasp, “is it possible you can read tracks in the water as Indians read them on land?”
“You are my prisoner,” said the detective, drawing a pair of handcuffs from his pocket.
Once again that night he had saved Dell Ladley’s life.
He was as much surprised to see the girl there as was Skip Brodie, when the latter met her face to face.
Poor girl! She knew the detective would come hunting for Skip, and she had determined to warn him.
Dell was not, as the ruffian thought, a traitress.
Old Man Moses deliberately lied when he said so.
“I’ll not go with you,” exclaimed Skip, making a dash for the door.
“Oh, yes, you will.”
The detective struck out with his fist and the ruffian fell like a log.
It was the work of a minute for Nick to fix the bracelets.
While he was doing so, the barmaid approached from behind with a heavy pitcher in her hand, intending to lay him out.
A warning growl from Crackers, who, strange to say, had not left the place, caught Nick’s attention.
He turned quickly on the woman, who ran behind the bar.
Without further interference he led his prisoner from the house.
CHAPTER IV.
A STARTLING REVELATION.
After turning Skip Brodie over to the authorities at police headquarters, Nick Carter began in earnest running down Elmer Greer.
He had all along felt satisfied that the abduction of the banker had never been planned by Brodie and his rough companions.
There was a master hand that pulled the strings, while the puppets danced.
Nick Carter felt certain that he had found the leader in the person of Elmer Greer.
For two days Nick haunted gambling saloons, theaters, sporting resorts and other places where Elmer was likely to be found, without success.
The detective was cleverly disguised as a fop, and his best friend would not have recognized in the dude the celebrated Nick Carter.
On the evening of the second day, the detective was sauntering across the park at Union Square when a gentleman, walking hurriedly, his eyes bent on the ground, collided with him.
“I beg your pardon, sir,” said the offending party.
“Don’t mention it.”
Carter walked on, but only for a few feet, then he turned.
“Shall I arrest him now?” he thought. “No, I will follow and see where he goes; he can’t escape me.”
The man who had accidentally knocked against the supposed fop was Elmer Greer.
The rascal walked very rapidly, but his pursuer never lost sight of him.
Greer entered a house in West Twenty-fourth Street—the same from which Mr. Hilton Field had been carried.
It was bitter cold and the detective more than once wished that he had arrested his man before he entered the house.
“I’m in for it,” thought the watcher, “if he doesn’t come out again to-night. He will hardly stay in, though; were it a gambling house he might stay until morning.”
The detective kept up a cheerful conversation with himself for about an hour, when Greer again appeared.
Now he was accompanied by a boyish-looking young man.
Nick drew into the shadow of a doorway and allowed the pair to pass.
Greer and his friend turned up Broadway and entered one of the leading hotels.
The detective was at their heels, and witnessed a meeting between them and a man he knew to be a Wall Street broker.
The latter went to the clerk’s desk and engaged a room.
While the porter was showing the guests to the apartment, Nick Carter went to the desk and glanced at the blotter.
The party had engaged room eighty-five.
“Is room eighty-four engaged?” he asked of the clerk.
“Yes.”
“Eighty-six?”
“You can have that.”
“Does it adjoin eighty-five?” asked the officer.
The clerk answered in the affirmative, wondering the while at the question.
Nick took the room and was immediately shown to it.
He was in luck.
A door connected his apartment with that occupied by Elmer Greer and his friends.
The door was locked, but the keyhole afforded him a good chance of listening.
“You have made a nice mess of this business, Greer,” were the first words the eavesdropper heard, and they were uttered by the broker.
“Why, my dear, Tom,” replied Elmer, “old Field hasn’t turned up yet.”
“But he has,” said the other; “read that ‘extra.’”
“It is impossible.”
Greer took the paper from the broker’s hand.
The article was headed “The Lost Millionaire Found.”
And it went on to describe the finding of the corpse of the missing banker floating in the East River.
Here is an extract: “Although the face was so battered that recognition would have been next to impossible, there were no doubts as to the identity of the body. The clothing was the same as that worn by the deceased, and his watch, money, diamond studs and a ring containing a portrait of his dead wife had not been removed. It is generally believed that Mr. Field had been murdered, but the object of the assassin or assassins was clearly not robbery. The police have not a clew to work on.”
“The devil they haven’t!” muttered the listener.
“How will that affect you?” asked Greer, eying the broker very closely. “That will send the stocks he was interested in still lower. You ought to clear a million.”
“I see through the game now,” thought Nick Carter.
For once the shrewd thief taker was in a measure at fault; he did not see through the game yet, by any means.
“What is the stock selling at now?” continued Greer.
“It’s down to thirteen.”
“What was it a week ago?”
“Ninety-two,” replied the broker.
“You must have made a heap of money,” said Elmer, “and I have had but a thousand dollars from you.”
“There are twenty thousand waiting for you, whenever you choose to call.”
“Give me a check for it. I can easily get it cashed. You stand well in financial circles.”
The man hesitated, but finally he filled out a check for the amount demanded and handed it to the other.
“We are doing well, Elmer.”
It was the young fellow who spoke.
“This thing is getting hot,” Nick Carter whispered to himself; “my fine young gentleman seems to be a lady in disguise. I must have that check and also my friend’s next door.”
“It will be a month before the stock will go up again,” said the broker, “and I can’t carry any considerable amount of it for a long time. The death of Hilton Field will send it below thirteen. I don’t care for the money so much.”
“What then?”
“It may be discovered I had a hand in this infernal business and then——”
“And then?” repeated Greer.
“State’s prison!”
The thought sent a cold chill down this highly respectable gentleman’s back.
Elmer placed his hands to his sides and laughed heartily, in which he was joined by his young companion, who was, as the reader must have guessed, Louise Calhoun.
“It is not a subject for mirth,” said the broker.
“That’s where you make a mistake,” said Greer. “I helped to dress that corpse found floating in the river myself.”
“Then Field is alive?”
“He was this morning.”
“Give me your hand,” cried the broker, and most joyously did he grasp the other rascal’s hand.
Nick Carter’s fingers itched to lay hold of the pair.
He took from his pocket a small phial filled with oil and a piece of wire.
After carefully oiling the lock of the door connecting the two rooms, he easily shoved back the bolt.
Then, opening the door, he quietly stepped into the room.
The word “surprised” will fail to describe the astonishment of the three persons.
“What means this intrusion, sir?” asked the broker, angrily.
“Where have I seen that young fop before?” was the question Greer put to himself.
“I dropped in to have a chat,” said Nick, seating himself in a chair near the door opening on the hall; he had locked the door of the apartment he had just left and the key was in his pocket; “I accidentally overheard your conversation.”
The two started as if they had been bitten by an adder.
“How dare you?” cried Elmer, approaching the officer in a threatening manner.
“Don’t come so close, please,” said Nick; “I dislike familiarity. There were some things you did not explain quite as clearly as I would have them.”
“What do you mean? are you a madman?” said the broker, quaking with fear. “Leave this room or I will call for help and have you put out.”
“No, you won’t, and, besides, three men, or two and a girl, ought to be able to handle me,” said the officer, pulling off his whiskers; “I guess Elmer Greer will tell me where the missing banker is.”
“Great heavens, we are lost!” cried Greer; “it is Nick Carter!”
“Not yet!” exclaimed Louise, springing upon the officer with a knife which she had concealed in the folds of her dress.
The detective had paid no attention to the girl’s movements. Had he done so, the three rascals would not have stepped over his bleeding body as they left the room.
CHAPTER V.
THE BANKER’S DAUGHTER.
Nick Carter was found by one of the hotel employees, who notified the clerk.
Upon opening the dude’s coat they saw the detective’s badge.
A doctor was sent for, who, after carefully examining the wound, declared it but a trivial one.
Louise Calhoun had stabbed the officer in the neck, within half an inch of the artery; had her knife penetrated that, Nick’s race would have been run.
The wounded man was very weak from loss of blood, but when he had been given a stimulant he insisted upon leaving.
This the doctor refused to permit; ordering him to remain quiet for a few days, until the wound had completely closed, lest he should get cold in it.
Nick determined therefore to stop at the hotel.
Early next morning a porter came to the detective’s room to tell him a lady wished to see him.
“Did she send up her card?” Nick asked, and he received a reply in the negative.
“She said,” volunteered the servant, “that you would not know her by her name, but that it was a matter of importance both to you and to herself that she should see you.”
“I suppose I must see her,” said Nick. “Show her up.”
A few moments after a lady, young and handsomely attired, entered the apartment.
Her face was covered with a veil, but when she had closed the door behind her, she threw it aside.
A vision of surpassing loveliness burst upon the wounded man’s vision.
She saw the effect and smiled.
“I do not recognize you, madam,” said Nick Carter. “If ever I met you before I have certainly forgotten it, and it is hardly possible that one would forget such a face as yours.”
“For the present call me Mignon.”
“Well, Mignon, what can I do for you?” The officer smiled. “I can’t do much for myself just at present.”
“What’s this?” exclaimed the woman, starting forward and snatching a phial from a small table at the side of the bed.
“Medicine; the doctor sent it here but a few minutes ago,” answered the detective. “I was just about to take a spoonful, when you were announced.”
“You have not taken any of it; you are sure?”
Such was the intensity of her manner and her nervousness that the detective started.
“No,” he replied; “but why do you ask? The physician attending me would not send me anything wrong; he is one of the foremost in his profession.”
“Thank God you did not take it!” Mignon cried. “Your physician did not send you that. A few drops of it would cause your death in the most horrible agony. No antidote would save you.”
She held the phial between her eyes and the light, saying:
“There can be no doubt about it. It is corrosive sublimate.”
“My enemies are still at work.”
The doctor entered now and the lady placed the phial in his hand.
“Did you send me that?” asked the detective, eagerly.
“I did not send you anything,” was the reply, and spilling some of the stuff on a piece of paper, the physician pronounced it corrosive sublimate.
“Look!” he said, holding the paper up for the wounded man’s inspection.
The poison had eaten through it, and the exhibition of the paper caused Nick Carter, brave as he was, to shudder. He would not hesitate to meet in the performance of his duties any man living, but how was he to fight those secret means now used, and which would probably be used again to kill him?
The surgeon examined his patient’s wound and, after dressing it, told Nick that it was healing rapidly.
“When will I be able to get out?” the detective asked. “I must be up and doing as soon as possible, doctor.”
“If you bundle your neck up well, and the weather is no more severe than to-day, you can go out to-morrow.”
The doctor took his leave, but not before the detective exacted a promise from him not to say anything about this fresh attempt upon his life.
When the door closed upon the physician, the detective stretched his hand to his visitor.
“Oh, how can I thank you?” he said, as Mignon placed her small, soft hand in his. “Had you not come I would have drunk the poison, and now I would be a corpse. You have, indeed, saved my life. But how was it that you recognized the stuff?”
“At Vassar College I took the full medical course,” she replied, “and besides, that is a poison easily recognizable.”
“Won’t you be seated?” Nick said, “and tell me what I can do for you. First of all, tell me how you knew I was here.”
“The story of your stabbing is in the morning papers.”
“Those reporters seem to get hold of everything.”
“I was very glad to learn where I could find you,” said Mignon, smiling sweetly, “because I wished to thank you.”
“Thank me,” ejaculated the detective; “for what?”
“Before answering your question,” she said, “I wish to put one to you. It is this: Do you think it improper for a lady to visit a gentleman’s sick chamber alone, when she has that to say which she does not care to have overheard?”
She had not long to wait for an answer.
“Most assuredly not; but you talk in enigmas to me.”
“I am Hilton Field’s daughter.”
Nick Carter almost lost his breath in astonishment.
“Hilton Field’s daughter!” he muttered.
“Yes,” Mignon replied; “and I would not have anyone else come and thank you for the message you sent to us yesterday afternoon but myself.”
“Message?” repeated Nick, amazed. “Why, I sent no message.”
“You forget, perhaps,” she said, and again that kind, sweet smile overspread her features. “Don’t you remember you sent to say that the body found in the river was not father’s, although it had on his clothing?”
“I did not know myself yesterday afternoon,” said the detective, “of the imposture. I only learned it last night, and I have not spoken of the discovery to a living soul. There must be some other friend at work for you. Was my name signed to the message?”
“No, it was a verbal one,” she replied; “the messenger said he was sent by you.”
“What kind of looking person brought it?” Nick asked.
“One of the queerest little fellows I ever saw,” answered Mignon. “He had a yellow dog with him, and when asked inside he insisted upon the dog coming in, too.”
“Did he call the dog Crackers?”
“Yes, and he informed us that he was to be entered for a prize at the dog show.”
Nick Carter burst into a fit of laughter, which he suddenly checked, fearing his visitor might be offended at his unseemly mirth.
“I know the little fellow,” he said; “he is called Tambourine Jack.”
“He lifted a weight off our hearts, God bless him! I could have kissed him in the excess of my joy, ugly as he is.”
The thought of this beautiful girl bestowing osculatory favors upon Tambourine Jack almost upset the detective’s gravity.
“I have not seen the fellow in several days,” said the detective, “and, indeed, I would like to see him, to discover how he learned of the imposture tried by the villains who carried your father off.”
“How could he have known of it, then?” the girl asked.
“He is one of the gang,” answered Nick. “Oh! if I could but get out.”
“You know our address?”
“Yes.”
“Will you inform me from time to time of the progress you make in your quest for father?” Mignon asked.
“I shall be delighted to do anything to please you,” answered the detective.
“Then I will say good-by.”
Next day Nick went to headquarters and there found news which aroused his ire.
Skip Brodie had found some means of communicating with a lawyer, and the latter had sworn out a writ of habeas corpus, by means of which Skip was released.
“I didn’t know what we were going to hold this fellow on,” said the chief. “We could not prove that he had any hand in carrying off the banker, although we are sure he did. When we were asked for proofs we should have none to show.”
Nick said nothing, but left headquarters. He was disgusted, but he was still determined to find the banker.
He sauntered up Sixth Avenue and saw a lady whom he thought he recognized enter a dry-goods store on the corner of Fourteenth Street.
Nick followed.
She was for a moment lost sight of in the throng, but he again found her.
It was the woman who had attempted his life, Louise Calhoun!
CHAPTER VI.
A DANGEROUS WOMAN.
Nick Carter kept Louise Calhoun in sight, and when she left the store he followed.
She walked down Fourteenth Street to Eighth Avenue, and turned up that thoroughfare.
At the corner of Twenty-eighth Street the detective heard some one call him.
He turned, and saw that it was Tambourine Jack.
Crackers was with him.
“I want to tell you a hull lot, Mister Carter,” said Jack.
“I have no time to listen to you,” said the detective. “Do you see that woman ahead, in the long sealskin coat and the red hat?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I want you to follow her and come back and tell me where she stops,” commanded Nick. “She has looked back several times, and I am afraid she recognizes me.”
“I know the lady; we have met before,” said Jack. “She is a friend of Elmer Greer.”
The detective gave the little fellow money in case he should be obliged to take the cars.
“Hurry after her, and don’t lose her,” the detective said. “I will wait for you in that drug store on the corner.”
Tambourine Jack, after first turning Crackers over to Nick, hastened after Louise Calhoun.
He was absent until very late in the afternoon, and Nick Carter became impatient.
“Well?” the detective asked, when Jack returned.
“She led me a terrible chase,” said the little fellow.
“I don’t want to hear anything about that,” remarked Nick. “Where did you leave her?”
“At No.—Madison Avenue,” replied Tambourine.
Nick Carter was thunderstruck.
“Are you sure you took the correct number of the house?” he asked.
“I am certain.”
Louise Calhoun was visiting the home of Hilton Field.
“Jack,” said the detective, “I will meet you here at nine in the morning. You say you have something to tell me?”
This new turn of events puzzled Nick greatly. He returned to his home to plan out his campaign.
It was an old colored man who emerged from the detective’s house hardly three minutes after the latter had entered it.
The negro carried a pail half filled with newly slaked lime and a pair of whitewash brushes.
He crossed over to Sixth Avenue and there took a can to Fifty-ninth Street, where he got off and wended his way to Madison Avenue.
To the servant girl who answered the ring of the basement bell of Hilton Field’s residence, the negro said:
“I wish to see the young lady of the house.”
“Go away; we don’t want any whitewashing done,” exclaimed the queen of the kitchen.
“I don’t propose to do any,” answered the colored man. “I want to see Miss Mignon Field; she sent for me.”
“She is engaged.”
“It does not matter. You go and tell her to step downstairs for a minute.”
The domestic slammed the door in his face as she muttered:
“Sneak thief!”
It was soon reopened and Mignon stood in the doorway, and at her side was the servant.
“What can I do for you, my good man?” said Miss Field. “The girl told me you said I sent for you. There must be some mistake.”
“Send that minx away.”
“Mary, go into the kitchen,” commanded Mignon, much surprised at the negro’s request.
Darting an angry look at the “nagur,” the cook retired to her domain.
“You have a visitor,” said the colored man; “her name is Louise Calhoun; she used to be your younger sister’s music teacher.”
Miss Field was greatly astonished.
“Who are you? You are not what you seem,” said Mignon. “You do not talk like a negro.”
“Nick Carter!”
The beautiful girl clapped her hands for joy.
“You bring me news of father!” she exclaimed. “But why do you come here like a negro minstrel?”
The detective laughed.
“I will tell you at some other time,” he replied. “I want you to place me somewhere, that I may hear the conversation between you and this woman without being seen.”
“Why?”
The girl’s eyes opened to their fullest extent as she put the query.
“That also I will tell you another time,” the detective said. “I hope you did not tell her that you heard your father was still alive.”
“I did.”
Nick Carter’s jaw dropped; he feared Mignon had told her more.
“And did you,” he continued, “tell her the sort of person who brought you the intelligence?”
“No. But I was about to,” answered the girl. “I am forever thinking of that comical little chap.”
“I am glad you did not tell her that,” Nick said.
“She is a particular friend of ours,” remarked the girl, “and I have no secrets from her. Poor thing! she takes papa’s disappearance as hard as any of us. Father he thought a great deal of her.”
“Hum!”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Oh, nothing,” replied Nick. “I was but clearing my throat. I must have swallowed some of the burnt cork when I blackened my face and hands.”
“Please satisfy a woman’s curiosity, and tell me why you wish to overhear our conversation?” the girl asked.
“Not now,” said the detective, “at another time I may. When you go back to the room talk as much as possible about your father.”
Mignon led the way upstairs, and ushered the officer into the back parlor, the doors dividing the parlors being closed.
Louise Calhoun was in the front parlor, and when Miss Field returned to her, she expressed surprise at the young lady’s long absence.
“One of the servants wished to see me,” was Mignon’s ready excuse.
Then, taking up the conversation where they had left off, she said:
“You think that if a larger amount of money was offered, my father would be returned? We have already offered a reward of ten thousand dollars, you know.”
“If he has been kidnaped, as the police think,” said Louise, “you may depend upon it that the villains who have him will ask more than that. How the poor dear gentleman must have suffered!”
The brazen creature applied a small handkerchief to her eyes and pretended to weep, while between her bogus sobs she whispered, loud enough for her companion to hear, however:
“Night after night I lie awake crying; oh, I hope they have not killed him.”
Pretty Mignon Field mingled her tears with the base counterfeits of her visitor.
After Louise had gone through her comedy part and the young girl had dried her eyes, the latter said: “How large a reward should I offer?”
“I would not publish a reward,” was the advice of the other.
“Then how are the rascals to know what we are willing to pay?”
“Put it in the hands of a detective.”
“The money?”
“No,” replied Louise; “although I would give him a few thousands to work on.”
“I have a detective.”
“You have?”
“That is—I mean to say,” replied Mignon, in some confusion, “I mean to hire one, or a dozen for that matter.”
“I know one that would suit you,” remarked the visitor.
Nick Carter’s name was on the banker’s daughter’s lips, but she did not mention it, and, indeed, its owner, on the other side of the parlor door, feared that in an unguarded moment she would.
“I have talked with nearly all the detective sergeants at headquarters,” said Mignon. “Does he belong to that squad?”
“Not he.” This was said with a slight show of indignation. “He is far above those fellows; there is not a first-class detective among them.”
Again did the name of Nick Carter tremble on the girl’s lips.
“He was formerly a secret service officer,” continued Louise, “but he retired long ago.”
“I don’t see why he could help to solve the mystery any better than any other detective.”
“I do,” said the visitor; “there is not a low character in the city that his long arm can’t reach, and I will guarantee, if you furnish him with a few thousand dollars to work on, he will return your father within forty-eight hours.”
“I would like to see this man,” said Mignon. “Will you bring him here?”
“No, I don’t think he would come,” replied Louise. “I talked with him about the case; he is a particular friend of mine”—she made a lamentable failure in an endeavor to call up a blush—“and he said to me that he felt certain he knew the gang that did it. I implored him to take a hand in the search for your poor dear father.”
“And he promised to do so?” interjected Miss Field.
“No,” answered Louise, “he said he had given up the business and did not care to do any more detective work. I pleaded with him and finally he said he would think the matter over.”
“But how am I to see him?”
“He visits me frequently,” replied the visitor. “He is to be at my house to-night. You might drive there. Here is my card.”
The address on the card was No.—West Twenty-seventh Street.
“You have not told me this wonderful man’s name.”
Louise hesitated for a moment, and then she said:
“It is Elmer Greer.”
The mention of the arch rascal’s name was not a surprise to Nick Carter.
He saw through the game from the start, and he was greatly amused at the woman’s tactics.
“Will you come?” Louise asked, rising to depart.
“I don’t know what to do,” replied Mignon. “I will first consult a gentleman friend of mine.”
Louise laughingly said:
“Ah, you, too, have your little romance!”
Had she known the gentleman friend that the banker’s daughter intended to consult, her mirth would not have been very exuberant.
“Bring him along, if you choose,” said she, kissing the girl and bidding her good-by.
It was the kiss of a Judas.
When she had gone Mignon returned to the detective.
“You have heard all; what shall I do?” Miss Field asked.
“Go.”
“Do you know this man, Elmer Greer, whom she so highly praises?”
“I am quite well acquainted with the gentleman,” replied Nick. “Indeed, I would like to know him better. I cannot describe how glad I am that I came here.”
“Is he a good detective?” inquired Mignon.
“He is not a detective.”
“Who or what is he, then?”
“He is the man who had your father carried off,” replied Nick Carter.
The girl screamed and the servants rushed in, but she ordered them out.
“And does this woman know he did it?” asked Mignon.
“Yes,” replied the detective, “and she had a very large hand in the affair herself, or I am greatly mistaken.”
“Heavenly powers! can such things be?” cried the banker’s daughter, “and the traitress dares pollute his grief-stricken home with her presence!”
“She is capable of doing anything—that is, anything that this Elmer Greer, who is really her husband, tells her to do.”
“And you would advise me to go to her house?”
“I most certainly would,” answered the detective.
“I don’t think I could bear the ordeal of standing face to face with the wretches and talking to them,” said Mignon. “Why, I looked upon that woman as a friend—nay, as more than a friend; I stepped across the social gulf that divides us and made her my companion and confidante. Oh, I cannot go!”
“Remember, it is for your father. That thought alone will give you both courage and strength.”
“But they may treat me as they did poor papa.”
“There is no danger.”
“But I fear there may be.”
“You need have no fear. I shall accompany you.”
“But they know you,” said the girl. “Even having you with me, I feel a dread. I can’t describe it, but a nameless fear seems to weigh me down since you told me who those persons were.”
“You will shake that off,” said the detective. “I will return in about an hour and a half.”
Nick Carter was punctual to his appointment, and he was so cleverly disguised that Mignon, although expecting him, did not recognize him.
He was got up as one of those angelic young men who are to be met with on the uptown streets and about hotel corridors and the clubs.
His light mustache was twisted up at the ends, and his plaid suit and overcoat would attract attention anywhere, and its owner be set down for an imitator of the English snob.
Entering the carriage which was in waiting, they were rapidly driven to the address given by Louise Calhoun.
Before they went into the house, Nick told his companion to agree to anything that might be proposed, and she promised to follow his instructions.
“Remember,” he whispered, as they went upstairs to the flat occupied by Louise Calhoun, “that what you are doing is for your father, and have courage.”
Louise was alone, her friend had not yet arrived—he was at that moment in the back room, puffing away at a cigarette.
Nick was introduced as Mr. Deming, and the hostess was most gracious to him.
“You are English, I should judge from your accent, Mr. Deming?” she said, and he answered in the affirmative.
She had been in England, traveled on the Continent, in fact, nearly all over the globe, and if she had not been born an American she would have liked to be English, and in such style she rattled on for some time.
“I think I hear Mr. Greer’s step on the stairs.”
Louise opened the door, crying:
“Why, here you are now! I ought to scold you for being so late!”
She presented her visitors to the newcomers, and Nick saw at a glance that the cunning fox was not suspicious of him.
“This is the young lady whose father has been kidnaped; oh, do something for her, Elmer, for my sake!” said Louise.
Greer seemed in doubt; he was taken so much by surprise, as it were.
He found his tongue, however, and retained control of it long enough to say: “It’s a bad business, a very bad business.”
“Indeed, that it is, and no mistake,” put in Mr. Deming.
“Oh, but for my sake”—Louise placed her hand lightly upon his shoulder—“you will break your resolution never to do any more detective work for just this once.”
Nick Carter would have given five dollars for an opportunity to laugh.
He winked at Mignon, and she, taking her cue, said:
“I will pay you handsomely for your time, whether you are successful or not. Have you any idea where the rascals have carried my father?”
“Yes, madam.”
“You will tell me?”
“I beg your pardon,” Elmer said, “that is my secret.”
“I will pay you for the secret, if its knowledge helps the police any—that is, providing you will not take the case yourself.”
“Oh, do take it, Elmer; both this young lady and her father have been very good to me,” said Louise.
Mignon was utterly disgusted with the shameless woman’s acting.
“Well, I suppose I must take it or you will torment the life out of me,” replied Greer.
“You must know, young lady,” the fellow continued, turning to the banker’s daughter, “that I shall require a good heap of money at the start. There is but one way to reach your father, and that is by bribing some member of the gang who carried him off.”
“Here is a check for two thousand dollars; will that be enough for the present?”
“I don’t like checks.”
“It is made payable to bearer.”
“I will cash it for you, Elmer Greer, with these.”
The false whiskers were plucked off, and Nick Carter, a pair of handcuffs in his hand, confronted the villain.
“A thousand furies!” yelled the rascal, springing into the other room and closing the door after him.
The detective drew his pistol and ran into the hall.
There was no one going downstairs; Greer must be in the rear room.
“Open the door.”
Nick Carter drove his foot through one of the panels.
Greer fired through the door at the detective.
The bullet went wide of its mark, but it found a lodging place in Mignon Field’s bosom.
With a cry of pain the wounded girl slipped off her chair to the floor.
The sight transformed Nick Carter into a madman.
He threw his whole weight against the door and tore it from its hinges.
The room was empty and the bird had flown.
The detective heard the front door close after him, and he rushed downstairs and into the street, but he could not see the fugitive.
“I will arrest this demon of a woman, at any rate.”
Another surprise awaited him.
Louise Calhoun had also disappeared, and he searched the house from top to bottom without finding a trace of her.
Nick was beside himself with rage.
He had the two birds caged, as he thought, and now what had he to show for his work?—nothing!
He returned to the room where the interview had taken place.
Pretty Mignon Field lay upon the floor bathed in her own blood.
The banker’s daughter’s presentiment that harm would befall her had proved true.
CHAPTER VII.
BLACKMAIL.
Mignon Field, fortunately, was not badly injured. It was only a flesh wound, after all, the doctor said, and she would soon be herself again.
Nick Carter was rejoiced to hear this at the Field’s residence, to which he had taken Mignon, for he felt a sincere interest in the beautiful young girl.
When Nick Carter left the banker’s mansion he did not notice a nice, gentlemanly-looking fellow who followed him.
For many blocks he dodged the detective’s footsteps, and when the latter took a car he also boarded it.
Nick went to his home, and the other still kept at his heels.
The detective had but reached his room when his servant announced a visitor.
He supposed that it was some one from headquarters, and he was surprised when the gentleman, who had been following him, was ushered in.
“You will pardon the intrusion of a stranger, I am sure,” said the visitor, giving the detective his card, “when you have heard what I have to say.”
“Go ahead, Mr. Furman,” said Nick, glancing at his visitor’s card.
“I will take my own way, and I hope I may not give offense.”
Nick Carter surveyed the cheeky fellow from head to foot, and were he to express his thoughts the gentleman would have heard little complimentary.
Furman sat down on a lounge and threw one leg over the other.
The fellow was cool, decidedly cool.
“You would like to be rich?” he said. “But that is a foolish question; we all want money, and the more we get the better appetite we have for more. It never surfeits a fellow.”
“Come to the point at once,” said Nick, who seriously contemplated throwing his visitor downstairs. “What do you want? I have no time to listen to your impertinence.”
“Do you want to make a cool hundred thousand dollars?” asked Mr. Furman.
“No,” was the reply; “I certainly could not make it honestly.”
“That is a matter of choice, whether what I propose is honest or not,” said the visitor. “I should say it was not dishonest.”
“What is it that you propose?” asked the detective.
“That you will give up the search for Hilton Field.”
“Oh, that’s your little game, is it?” said Nick. “It is evident that you don’t know me, or you would not have made such a proposition. Who do you represent in this matter?”
“It does not signify.”
“Elmer Greer has no such sum of money to pay,” remarked the detective.
“I am quite aware of that,” said Mr. Furman.
“Then, it is Thomas Smith, the curbstone broker,” remarked Nick.
“Well, we’ll suppose it is Tom Smith,” said the visitor. “It will make no difference to you who puts up the stuff, if you get it.”
“I told you I would have nothing to do with you.”
“Better think it over,” suggested Furman.
Nick did think for a moment, and his visitor eagerly watched his features the while, but he could see nothing there.
“I will accept your offer,” said the detective, hastily, “but when am I to receive this money?”
“You will be paid twenty thousand dollars to-day and the rest in thirty days’ time,” replied Mr. Furman, smiling at his success. “I knew you would come around, after a bit.”
“What man wouldn’t?” said Nick, with great earnestness. “Why, you offer me a fortune. But suppose some other detective finds the old banker, what then?”
“We have no fear of the others,” answered the visitor. “You are the only one we are afraid of. Of course you will not give any of them a clew to work on?”
“Not I.”
“Then we will go down to Wall Street and get your first installment.”
In a dark room, in the rear of the fourth story of a Pine Street building, into which Nick was ushered, sat the broker friend of Elmer Greer.
“You have succeeded, Sam, I see,” said Tom Smith to Mr. Furman.
Turning to the detective, Smith put out his hand, saying:
“I guess we can come to terms. I felt very sorry for that affair at the hotel the other night.”
“I have no doubt you did, sir,” remarked Nick.
“Sam has explained my proposition, I trust,” said the smiling broker.
“Oh, yes. I understand the matter thoroughly,” replied the detective. “I am to receive twenty thousand to-day.”
“Just so, and at the end of a month, eighty thousand more.”
“It is a heap of money,” said Nick, evidently carried away by the magnitude of the sum.
“Oh, I can afford it; and—let me whisper—perhaps you may get more than you bargain for,” remarked the broker. “The disappearance of this old fossil, Field, has been a great thing for me, and you may be sure I am feathering my nest.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” said the detective.
Smith went to a large safe and took from it a package of bills.
They were all of large denominations, and the twenty thousand dollars he handed his visitor did not make a very thick bundle.
Nick Carter shoved the money into an inside pocket and buttoned his coat.
“Mr. Smith,” he said, “you must give me your note for the balance, and state on its face what service the money is paid for.”
The broker hemmed and hawed; this proposition was not at all to his liking.
“If you do not,” continued Nick, “our bargain is off.”
There was no resisting this threat, and Smith hastened to satisfy the officer’s demand.
Nick placed the note with the bills and rebuttoned his coat.
“Of course,” said Smith, “you will forget about that business at the hotel. I mean, you won’t ‘pinch’ Greer and the girl?”
The detective smiled in spite of his efforts to refrain from doing so.
“I suppose you have business to attend to?” said the broker, extending his hand.
He had accomplished what he wished and was anxious to bring the interview to an end.
“Y-e-s,” drawled Nick. “I have some business to attend to.”
“Then don’t let me detain you,” said Tom Smith.
The pair of handcuffs that the detective drew from his pocket were neat ones, and the pistol that he brought to light with them was gold-mounted, but their beauty did not strike the broker.
“What do you mean?” he cried, aghast, as he retreated to the furthest end of the room.
“That you will accompany me to police headquarters,” said Nick Carter. “You won’t be lonesome; our friend, Mr. Furman, here, will go along.”
“Will he?” Sam cried, discharging a pistol full at the officer.
The bullet whistled past Nick’s ear and imbedded itself in the wall.
Before Furman could again fire, the detective snatched the weapon from his hand.
Then Nick Carter locked the door and put the key in his pocket.
“Give me back my money,” said Smith.
The detective laughed at the trembling culprit, whom he had so easily taken in.
The broker was very pale, and his knees were so weak that it was with difficulty he managed to stand.
Furman, on the other hand, seemed cool.
“Come, give me your hand.” Nick opened the iron cuff as he approached Tom.
At that moment Furman, who was behind him, sprang forward.
The detective was prepared for this, and turning around, he dealt Sam a blow between the eyes with his pistol Butt, that stretched that gentleman upon the floor.
Nick Carter placed the iron bracelet upon the broker’s wrist without much difficulty, although Smith struggled with all his strength to prevent him from doing so.
Furman arose to his feet, and, before he had time to look around him, the other handcuff was slipped on him.
“Well, you are a lovely pair, ain’t you?” said Nick, surveying his captives.
“Let me go,” said Smith, “and I will give you all that is in the safe—nearly a quarter of a million in government bonds. Give me enough to take me out of the country, and you can have the rest.”
Nick Carter laughed at him.
The safe door was open, and the broker asked permission to close it.
“I will attend to that,” said the detective; “you chaps can amuse yourselves in any manner you choose, while I am at work.”
With an ordinary penknife Nick removed the screws holding the compartment containing the tumblers in place.
It took him but a few minutes to set the lock on a new combination and replace it; then he closed the safe.
Tom Smith was a most interested spectator.
The broker felt that all was up with him.
Had he reasoned, Tom would have known that his money could not be taken away from him.
He had not stolen it, and, although he had made it by dishonest means, it was nevertheless his.
When they reached the street a crowd gathered around the detective and his prisoners.
Nick hailed a passing hack, and the party were driven to police headquarters.
The detective explained fully to his chief the details of the case, and handed over to him the twenty thousand dollars; also the note he had received from Smith.
The precious pair were brought before a police magistrate, and by him committed to the Tombs for attempted bribery.
CHAPTER VIII.
A DAY OF RECKONING.
Hilton Field was first taken to Sands Point, but on a message from Elmer Greer, brought by the Jew, Moses, he was suddenly removed.
The men in charge threw their captive into a small sailboat and headed for the Connecticut shore.
The night was fine, but large cakes of ice were met with, which they had difficulty in avoiding.
The rascals gave their captive an old suit of clothes and a heavy overcoat, and Mr. Field was quite comfortable, as concerned warmth.
It was many hours before they made the shore, but finally, after several hours of groping along the coast, they reached the point at which they tried to disembark.
They ran the boat ashore in a sheltered cove a few miles from Norwalk.
It was broad daylight now, and the rascals feared that their movements might be observed and themselves stopped and questioned.
They had taken so many risks that it would have been most galling to lose their prize now.
“Moses,” said Mackrell, “are you sure we are at the right place?”
“Of course I am,” replied the Jew. “Do you see that house yonder, among the trees—the yellow house with the green blinds?”
“Yes.”
“Well, Sophie lives there,” said Moses.
It was a neat cottage to which Hilton Field was conducted, and so innocent were its exterior and surroundings that the passer-by would most certainly scoff at the suspicion that it was anything else but what it looked—a gentleman’s country residence.
Romping on the lawn were three fine-looking children, and they did not even discontinue their play when the party walked down the broad avenue to the house.
Seated in the parlor, a lady, in the prime of life, but still beautiful, listlessly turned over the leaves of a classical work, while at a piano opposite her was a young lady, evidently her daughter, drumming the keys in a careless fashion.
The bell was rung in a peculiar manner, and at its sound the young woman left the room.
The lady tossed her book upon a table, just as the parlor door opened, and Mackrell and the others were ushered in.
“So, this is our banker friend,” said the woman, who was addressed by her visitors as Sophie, inclining her head toward Mr. Field.
“Oh, lady,” said the wretched captive, “you are a woman; you will have pity on me and save me from these ruffians.”
“Ruffians! What ruffians? you surely do not mean those gentlemen who are with you?” remarked Sophie. “You are tired; I will excuse you this time for speaking so disrespectfully of my friends.”
She touched a silver gong that stood on the piano, and told the servant, an ill-looking colored man, to bring some brandy and wine.
“You will have wine, I know,” Sophie said, filling out a large glass of the liquor and handing it to the banker.
Hilton Field was chilled, and the wine was most acceptable.
He had hardly swallowed it when a sleepy feeling came over him, and he knew that the liquor was drugged.
Dick Denton took the banker’s arms within his own, and, leading him to a lounge, told him to rest himself.
Leaving Denton and the woman alone, Mackrell and Moses went downstairs, not forgetting to take the bottle of brandy with them.
“Where is Wilbur?” Dick asked, when the door closed behind his friends.
“Over in Norwalk; he will be here inside of an hour,” replied Sophie. “But why do you ask?”
“I was thinking, perhaps, he might upset our plans.”
“Not he; why he was tickled to death when he heard of Greer’s success. Don’t you know, it was Wilbur who first broached the scheme to Elmer Greer?”
“No; I didn’t know it,” answered Denton. “There is one thing I do know, and that is, heaps of money are being made by Greer, and some others on the outside, while me and my pals are doing the work and taking all the risks.”
“Haven’t you received anything?”
“Yes, a paltry five hundred dollars, and the promise of more,” replied Dick.
“Greer dare not go back on you. Brodie will soon make him come to terms,” remarked Sophie.
“Yes, but Brodie is in jail, worse luck,” said Denton.
“You are in error. Skip got away yesterday; so the morning paper states.”
“Now, things will work smoothly, or I’ll eat my head,” said Denton, joyfully. “I must go downstairs and tell that to Mackrell and Moses. I suppose the old gent won’t wake up for an hour or two?”
“I will call you if he does.”
Sophie was left alone with the banker.
She bent over him, until her face was close to his, and she could count every wrinkle in his pale face, had she so desired.
There was not a spark of pity in her breast for him.
Instead, she was exultant.
“Hilton Field,” she said, “you turned me from your door, but you did not recognize in the richly dressed woman the poor ballet girl when you came here this morning. For every heartache you caused me, you shall suffer a hundred. Your milk-and-water daughter weeps for you, and it will be long until she dries her eyes.”
The banker slept on, and his breathing was as regular as that of a tired child.
Sophie heaped threat after threat upon the sleeper.
Had she had her way, the woman would have him killed—indeed, she would not hesitate committing the deed herself.
This beautiful woman possessed the heart of a demon.
Black-hearted and unforgiving, there was no crime so dark that she would not engage in, if the commission of it served her purpose or brought with it revenge.
She still bent over the banker, when a hand was placed upon her shoulder.
“Oh, it’s you, Wilbur!”
“They have brought him here, I see,” remarked the newcomer. “He looks badly shaken up. I guess the boys must have given the old fellow rough treatment.”
“And are you sorry for that?” she asked, bringing her face close to his and looking him straight in the eyes.
He hesitated a moment and then answered: “It won’t do for him to die.”
Wilbur walked into the adjoining room, where there was a desk, and, seating himself at it, he began to figure on a sheet of paper.
Sophie followed, and, while he was at work, leaned over him.
“You have heard from the city to-day, or you would not be figuring,” she said.
“Yes,” he replied, “Smith telegraphed me. He has put out every cent he could get hold of, and has invested all ours, too. We shall clear an immense sum. The stock is a drug on the market, and can be got for almost nothing.”
“What does he advise?” Sophie asked.
“He telegraphed that Greer would bring things to a climax.”
“What did he mean by that?”
“Why, stupid, to return the old man,” answered Wilbur, “and then unload. He don’t know but what Greer still has him.”
“And——”
“I don’t know what to do, Sophie. What would you advise?”
“Keep the old man; remove him to some other place, sell this house, and invest the money in the bonds of the railroad. And, above all things, cut Greer.”
“You are a trump, Sophie,” said Wilbur. “You don’t suppose I intend to share with Elmer? Smith engaged him and let Smith pay him. I will have nothing to do with him.”
“Perhaps it might be as well,” suggested the woman, “that you led him to believe he was to receive a share of the profits.”
“What’s that?”
“The old man has awakened,” replied Sophie, going to the door. “You do not wish to see him, I suppose?”
“Why not?”
“I thought——”
“Never mind what you thought,” said Wilbur, “leave me alone with him.”
Sophie went downstairs, and Wilbur walked into the parlor.
At sight of him the banker was greatly startled.
“My son!” he gasped, rubbing his hand across his eyes, as if to dispel a dream.
“You make a mistake, sir,” replied the other, “you have no son.”
“Wilbur!”
The gray-haired banker fell on his knees and lifted his hands imploringly.
“You had a son and how did you treat him? Answer me that, old man?”
Hilton Field did not speak; his lips moved, but no sound came from them.
“Because,” continued Wilbur, “he married the woman he loved, you drove him from your house, and made a villain of him. Your blue blood revolted against receiving a ballet girl as your daughter.”
“You forged my name for large amounts,” said the banker, rising to his feet; “had you not done so, I might have forgiven you.”
“Was I to starve while you rolled in plenty?” asked the son. “You publicly announced that I was no longer a son of yours. Look at your work and be proud of it, if you can”—he stretched forth his hands—“they are dyed in blood. The son of Hilton Field, banker, is a murderer and a thief. Tremble, old man, for it is you, not I, who will have to answer one day for me.”
Wilbur had worked himself up to a high pitch of excitement, and his father quailed beneath his eye.
“I will atone for the past,” said Hilton Field.
“It is too late, old man!” exclaimed the son. “I can never be other than I am, a thief, the friend of thieves, a counterfeiter, a forger and a murderer.”
“Think of your mother!”
“Did you think of her, or did you pay any heed to her appeals when you turned me from your door?” cried Wilbur. “Did you not threaten her, that if she extended any aid to me that you would cast her off? Do I not speak the truth, old man? What do your millions and that blue blood that has always been your boast avail you now? Downstairs are men that at a word from me would take your life.”
“I repeat,” said the father, “that I will atone for the past. I will recognize your wife and children—I believe you are a father—and take you back. Think of your sister, how she suffers because of me.”
“Bah! you taught her to hate me long ago,” said Wilbur.
“Give up this life,” pleaded the banker. “I will give you half of what I possess.”
“I want it not,” was the rejoinder; “all your millions could not make white my blood-stained soul. Some day I may reach the gallows, and it will read nicely in fashionable society that the son of the banker, Hilton Field, was hanged for murder.”
Once more the gray-haired old men knelt at his son’s feet.
“Have you no pity?” he cried. “I always loved you until——”
Wilbur did not allow him to finish the sentence.
“Until,” said the son, “you turned him adrift. I could throttle you.”
Hilton Field, the stern, hard, money-getter, bowed his head and wept.
CHAPTER IX.
A PLOT WELL FOILED.
The next day Tambourine Jack came to Nick with a budget full of news.
He had been shadowing Elmer Greer and had seen him with Louise.
“Good!” said Nick Carter. “Where did the fellow lead you?”
“Well, me and the bloke put in yesterday in Wall Street,” answered Tambourine Jack; “the night before we were at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, he was inside and I was outside. Last night we visited a chap that is a friend of mine. He keeps a crib down near the Thirty-fourth Street ferry.”
“Jack Shea?”
“You’ve hit it the first jump,” said Jack. “This morning he and I, and the gal, took a run down to Flatbush. I got a job from him helping to carry furniture into their house.”
“You are certain you can find this house in Flatbush?” remarked Nick Carter.
“Oh, that’s easy, it’s No. —, Bay Street,” replied the youth.
“Did you see anyone at the house but the man and woman?”
“Yes; there were four or five plug-uglies there. One chap’s name is Luke—leastways, that’s what my gentleman called him.”
It was now late in the afternoon, and when Nick Carter and Tambourine Jack reached Flatbush it was dark.
They turned up Bay Street, but Nick had not gone above a hundred yards when he saw three men approaching, one of whom he recognized by his voice.
That one was Elmer Greer.
The detective’s first impulse was to seize his prey, but he thought better of it.
“There is something new afoot,” he muttered, “and I will discover what it is before I land my fish.”
“Mr. Carter,” whispered Jack, “that chap on the outside is Jack Shea.”
“I tell you everything is easy,” the detective heard Greer say; “there will not be the slightest hitch.”
“We had better bring tools along,” suggested Jack Shea.
“It is unnecessary,” said Elmer, “I know the combination; it is 10-50-75.”
“There may be some slip up,” persisted Shea; “I don’t go unless we have tools.”
“Have it your own way,” said Greer; “where are we to get tools?”
“Don’t worry about that,” replied Jack, “I have a fine set at my place.”
“I will meet you then at the corner of Broad and Wall Streets at ten.”
“No, you won’t, Greer,” said the fellow, who up to this time had not spoken, “you will go with us.”
Nick Carter crept from tree to tree of the large elms that lined the avenue, and not a word uttered by the rascals escaped him.
He knew what they contemplated—the robbery of Tom Smith’s safe.
The two took a car, and Nick Carter boarded the next one.
“You are out rather late, mother,” said Elmer Greer to an old Irish woman, who presided over an apple stand on the corner of Broad and Wall Streets.
“I’m not your mother, I’m a decent woman,” replied the fruit vendor.
“You will get your death out in this cold.”
“Begorra, then, I’ll give you an invitation, now, to me funeral.”
“How much is your stock worth?” Greer asked, ramming his hands in his pockets and rattling some silver.
The old woman was all smiles as she bustled around the stand and took an account of stock.
“I suppose you don’t want to buy the stand itself?”
“Well, no; only the fruit.”
“Let me see,” resting an elbow on one hand while she began to fondle her chin with the other, lost in the mazes of a mathematical calculation.
“I should say twelve shillings.”
“Will you go home when you’re sold out?” Greer asked.
“Where else?”
Elmer threw a dollar and a half on the stand, saying:
“You may have your stock to begin business with in the morning; I don’t want it.”
The old woman was considerably surprised at the gentleman’s generosity, but she managed to mumble loud enough for him to hear:
“God bless your honor.”
“Go home now,” said Greer, as he walked toward Pine Street.
He had not gone far when the apple woman dumped her goods, stand and all, into the gutter.
“You are becoming generous, Elmer Greer,” she said, flinging the money he had given her also into the street. “Some poor devil, I hope, may find that.”
The apple woman, keeping in the shade of the buildings which lined Broad Street, closely followed Greer.
At Pine Street the rascal was met by Jack Shea and two others.
The building in which Smith had an office was but a few steps away.
To open the main door was but the work of a few moments for such an experienced cracksman as Jack Shea.
The door of Smith’s office was forced with still greater ease.
The building was an old one; it did not contain many offices, and the janitor did not reside on the premises.
All this was well known to Elmer Greer.
The old apple woman had taken off her shoes and followed the villains upstairs.
She stood behind the door where she could conveniently see all that took place without herself being seen.
The old apple woman was Nick Carter.
He had Elmer Greer now with no chance of escape.
Villain as the fellow was, there was one thing about him that won even the detective’s admiration, and that was his courage.
Surrounded by dangers, as Elmer Greer knew himself to be, he had the hardihood to remain in the metropolis, when ninety-nine men out of a hundred, if placed in a similar position, would seek safety in flight.
He was no common criminal, but a cool and unscrupulous villain, and he cared not for the quicksands that environed him.
Nick Carter, when he thought of poor, wounded Mignon Field, felt like shooting the rascal down, and he certainly would have done so had he not promised the girl not to injure Elmer until her father had been found.
Two of the party had dark lanterns, and the rays of both were directed against the safe knob, while Greer worked at the combination.
“I am sure,” he said, “that the lock is set on the numbers 10-50-75. I saw Smith open it the other day, and, of course, he did not know I got onto it.”
“Perhaps he changes it daily,” remarked Shea. “I’ve heard of chaps doing that, and I should say that it must be a good idea, where there are many fellows coming into an office.”
Nick Carter smiled at the futile attempts of Elmer to open the safe.
“Luke, the drills,” said Shea; and the party addressed produced half a dozen fine steel drills and a small sledge hammer.
It was but a few moments before a hole large enough to insert a small saw was made.
Next, a large sectional jimmy was brought into use.
The safe was of old-fashioned make, and the cracksmen ripped through the top of it as easily as if it was made of cheese.
There was an iron money box inside, and this was broken into.
It was filled with bonds and money, which the thieves drew out in handfuls until it was empty.
“I should say this was a rake!” remarked Shea. “It is the biggest haul I have seen since that bank up in Vermont. The shares will be larger here, because there were fifteen in that mob.”
The rascals began to stuff the money into their pockets, when Nick Carter sprang into their midst, revolver in hand.
He placed a small whistle to his mouth and blew a shrill blast, whereupon footsteps were heard coming up the stairs.
“The apple woman! Nick Carter!” exclaimed Elmer.
“Gentlemen,” said the detective, “escape is impossible. A dozen policemen are now coming up the stairs.”
Greer edged toward the window, and, suddenly raising it, he sprang out.
The fall was a fearful one.
“That man is dead,” said Nick; “if either of you choose to follow his example and commit suicide, I shall not prevent you.”
They were trapped; but neither of them felt inclined to run the risk of having their brains dashed out on the flags many stories below.
“There are your prisoners,” said Nick Carter, addressing the sergeant in command of the squad of police that the detective had kept in waiting outside.
When Shea and his two pals were handcuffed, Nick went to the window; he could see on the flags below the motionless form of Elmer Greer.
“Well, he has gone to his last account,” muttered the detective. “Perhaps it is better so; his blood is not upon my hands.”
CHAPTER X.
CAUGHT AND ESCAPED.
After the policemen had departed with their prisoners, Nick Carter tore off his disguise and left the building.
He found Tambourine Jack waiting for him, and, telling the youth to follow, the detective went through an alleyway that led to the courtyard, into which Elmer Greer had leaped.
There he was, stretched on the cold stones, his pale face upturned.
He was not dead—far from it.
“You have got me at last,” he moaned, when Nick Carter bent over him.
“I thought you were killed.”
“I would have been, only I struck on some telegraph wires,” replied the fellow; “they broke my fall.”
Nick raised him to his feet and Elmer uttered an exclamation of pain.
“Any bones broken?”
“Every one in my body, I think,” replied the arch rogue. “Take me to some hospital; I must have cut myself. I feel the blood trickling down my leg.”
Tambourine Jack was sent to the nearest station house for an ambulance, and it soon arrived.
Carter accompanied his prisoner.
They went to the station house first, and then to the Hudson Street Hospital.
An officer was detailed to watch the injured prisoner.
Upon examining the patient, the surgeon on duty said that no bones had been broken.
Elmer Greer kept moaning all the while, and this led the physician to believe the man was injured internally.
Nick Carter was not to be taken in by shamming.
He really believed that his prisoner had suffered nothing worse than a bad shaking up, but he was humane enough to give Greer the benefit of the doubt.
The policeman who was to watch Elmer took a seat near the fellow’s cot.
Before leaving, Nick handcuffed Greer to the iron bedstead.
The detective left the prisoner’s bedside, and, as Greer thought, left the hospital.
Nick Carter seated himself in a chair, at the rear of Elmer, who could not see him; although no motion of his escaped the detective.
Soon a nun entered.
It was not an unusual sight.
She spoke kindly to several patients, and then seated herself at the side of Greer’s bed.
The fellow seemed to start when she partly threw back her veil; and Nick drew his chair nearer his prisoner.
The nun, who was dressed in the garb of a Sister of Charity, seemed to take more than usual interest in Elmer.
She drew from her pocket a package of fruit, and gave him a suspicious-looking bundle, which he hid under the bedclothes.
Nick smiled quietly to himself at this, and he laughed aloud when the nun leaned over the rascal’s couch.
The detective was at her side in a second, and tore the veil and bonnet away.
Louise Calhoun stood revealed.
“So! my fine lady,” he said, “you have taken holy orders, I see.”
“You fiend!” she exclaimed.
Nick Carter darted around to the other side of the bed, and drew from its hiding place the package Greer had concealed.
It contained two small files and a revolver.
Louise attempted to leave the hospital ward, but was prevented by the detective.
“I want you,” Nick said, as he caught her by the sleeve.
“Let me pass,” she cried, “I have done nothing.”
“No, not you!” he quietly remarked. “You did not stab me, and you did not attempt to obtain money by false pretenses from the banker’s daughter. You are an abused saint, you are.”
“I hate! I hate you!” she exclaimed, vehemently.
She called to the hospital attendants to save her from being kidnaped.
Nick Carter laughed at this.
He was more than reasonably sure of success; she, he felt certain, would talk rather than remain in prison any length of time.
Not wishing to walk through the streets with a prisoner dressed in woman’s attire, the detective engaged a coach and was driven to headquarters.
The chief was delighted at the capture; like his subordinate, he believed the woman could be made to talk.
She was taken away and locked in a cell, neither of the officers questioning her.
“After the woman is there an hour,” said the chief, “she will be willing to do almost anything to get out.”
In this Nick agreed with him.
Nick remained at headquarters for an hour or more, until he was summoned into the chief’s private office.
Louise Calhoun was there, and Nick’s superior was engaged in questioning her.
No tears dimmed her eyes.
Brazen and defiant, she refused to utter a single word.
While they were thus engaged, coaxing and threatening at the time, one of the attachés of the detective’s office entered the room in great haste.
“Why do you come in here without knocking?” demanded the chief, angrily.
“Excuse me, sir, but I was told to come to you right away,” said the fellow; “a telegram has just come in, saying an important prisoner has made his escape.”
“What!” cried the chief and Nick in a single breath.
“Elmer Greer, sir.”
“Thank God for that!” exclaimed Louise Calhoun, her face instantly becoming wreathed with smiles.
“Where was the policeman who was detailed to watch him?” asked the chief, while Nick gave birth to a series of expressions more forcible than polite.
“He left the room,” said the attaché, “and when he returned he found that the prisoner had slipped his handcuffs and got away.”
“Tell the operator on duty to send a telegram to the First Precinct Station, ordering the policeman to report to me,” said the chief; then, turning to Nick, he continued: “Mr. Carter, this is too bad.”
“I’d like to have the policeman in a room with the door locked, and a supply of horsewhips,” was the sentiment expressed by the detective.
Louise was taken back to the cells, and the chief and Nick Carter had a long conference.
CHAPTER XI.
WITHIN AN ACE.
Two days later Nick Carter received a telegram.
The message was signed by an assumed name, but Nick knew from whom it came.
That afternoon the great detective arrived in Norwalk, Conn., and within an hour was closeted in a room in a hotel with Tambourine Jack.
Crackers, of course, was also present.
The little fellow had done splendid work, and, incidentally, so had Crackers.
Jack related to Nick a long story, which, stripped of its details, was as follows:
No one of the gang had the slightest suspicion that Jack was not with them, heart and soul.
In company with a man named Rusty Owens, he had gone to Norwalk and to the very house where the banker was confined.
“Have you seen Mr. Field?” Nick asked, when the little fellow had concluded his narrative.
“No,” said Jack, “but Crackers had an interview with him, it seems.”
“Don’t joke; this is a serious matter.”
“I am serious.” Tambourine fished up a dirty piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to his friend. “I found that tied to Crackers’ collar this morning.”
Scribbled on the paper, with a lead pencil, were the words:
“I am confined in a house near Norwalk, known as Sophie’s; she is my son Wilbur’s wife. My life is in danger. To the person who gives this to a police officer I will pay ten thousand dollars.
“HILTON FIELD,
“Banker, New York City.”
“His son!” exclaimed Nick; “I never knew he had a son.”
“Nor me either, until I got that; although I have long known Wilbur,” remarked Jack. “He is a promising bird, and if I was his guvnor, I’d be proud of him.”
“And is he one of this infernal gang?”
“Well, he is and he isn’t,” replied Tambourine. “You can bet it was him that put up the job to have the old duck eloped with.”
“Poor Mignon!” thought Nick; “if she but knew who was her father’s jailer it would break her heart.”
“I know where the old gent is,” continued Jack, “even if I didn’t see him. They have him in a room in the garret that has no windows to it. I don’t know how Crackers got to him, but he did, that’s certain.”
“How many men are there?” the detective asked.
“Too many for you,” replied Tambourine. “There were only four there until up to midnight last night, and then two others came along. They were strangers to me, but Wilbur and Rusty Owens seemed to know them. Talking about Rusty—there seems to be bad blood ’twixt him and Skip, and I shouldn’t wonder if they would have it out before morning. They have been growling all day.”
“What about?” Nick asked, evincing a great deal of interest.
“Owens did not want Brodie to kill Moses.”
“Kill Moses!” ejaculated Nick.
“Yes. Brodie found out that Moses was the traitor and not Dell Ladley, and he killed the Jew last night.
“It seems that Rusty did not believe the Jew guilty.”
“I hope they do fight,” said the detective, as he and his little friend left the hotel and made for the house.
They hid themselves in an out-building and remained there for several hours, waiting for the villains to leave the field clear.
Wilbur and his friends were in the kitchen, and they talked so loud that Nick could hear them, although he could not make out what they were talking about.
Then came the sound of a heavy body falling on the floor, followed by a pistol shot, quickly succeeded by several more.
“I was right,” said Tambourine Jack; “I knew it would come to that. Hurry around to the front door; I will let you in.”
When Jack opened the door for him, he gave Nick a key, saying:
“Go right up to the top of the house; there is but one room in the garret, I believe; that’s the key.”
Removing his boots, the detective ran upstairs, while Tambourine slipped out the front door and entered the kitchen by the back.
His passage through the room had not been noticed, so deeply engrossed were the others in the general fight which was going on.
Nick had no difficulty in reaching the banker’s place of confinement; and giving Mr. Field his arm to lean upon, he hurried him downstairs.
The old gentleman was free!
Not waiting to put on his boots, the detective hurried his prize as fast as was possible across the frozen fields toward Norwalk.
The village lights shone clear, and no storm-beaten mariner ever saw a haven with more delight than did Hilton Field view those flickering lights.
They had all but reached the town when Nick heard the sound of hurrying footsteps behind, and knew they were pursued.
Their pursuers overtook them, and the detective determined to make a fight for it, although there were five against him.
The first of them he shot dead in his tracks, but before he could fire again the brave detective was knocked down by the blow of a club from behind.
“Finish him!”
It was Mackrell who spoke, and he raised his pistol to fire.
Another one cracked in some bushes close by, and the ruffian rolled over, a corpse.
The villains were frightened, but they did not leave Hilton Field behind them when they fled.
Rusty Owens threw the banker over his shoulder as if he was a bag of oats, and managed to keep up with his comrades.
Tambourine Jack had saved Nick Carter’s life.
Nick Carter’s wounded head caused him terrible suffering, and it was not until the gray morning light crept in at the window of his room, in the Norwalk Hotel, that he fell asleep.
It was yet early in the day when he was disturbed by a knock.
The door was not locked, and, without leaving the bed, Nick told the person to enter.
The visitor was Tambourine Jack, and the detective brightened at the sight of him.
Jack rammed his hands into his pockets and emitted a long whistle.
“What does that mean?” Nick asked.
“I just did that to relieve myself,” he answered; “the fat is in the fire.”
“Explain.”
“Well, seeing it is you and you are not dead, I will,” said Tambourine. “Above all things don’t forget you are dead.”
“Dead!” exclaimed Nick.
“That was what I said,” answered the little fellow, “and I’ve come to town to put a notice in the paper. Friends and relatives invited to attend the funeral, no flowers, and all that. I told my friends that you had lit out for another world and, as I was never known to tell a lie—why, of course, it must be so. Do you catch on?”
The detective laughingly said:
“It was not a bad idea, Jack, but I trust you won’t carry the matter so far as to bury me. What do you mean by saying the fat is in the fire?”
“Well, boss, we just stand in the same place we did the day after the old gent was carried off,” answered Tambourine.
“Oh, no,” remarked Nick, “we know where to look for him, and I will have the banker before night. I intend to raid the house, if the local authorities will give me help, this afternoon.”
“You won’t find Hilton Field there,” returned the little fellow.
“They have removed him?”
“Well, rather,” replied Jack.
“We can go to the place, no matter if it was on the other side of the Atlantic,” said the detective.
“Of course we can,” remarked Tambourine. “I’ve thought that myself, but first we shall have to find out the place.”
“What, you were there and did not learn where they intended taking the banker?” said Carter.
“No. I tried to find out, but could not,” answered the little fellow. “I asked Skip, and he said when they wanted me I would be sent for. I am to take Dell Ladley to New York this afternoon.”
“Which direction did they take?” Nick asked, very much chagrined at the removal of Mr. Field.
“Dick, Skip and the old fellow went off in a boat about two o’clock this morning,” replied Tambourine, “but I could not make out which way they headed. I know they did not return to Sands Point. They did think about doing so, but changed their mind.”
“Elmer Greer is not with them, then?”
“No, he took the first train for New York this morning,” said Jack. “I hardly knew him when he came downstairs. The whiskers, mustache and goatee are gone.”
“What train do you go on?” Nick asked.
“The two-forty.”
“Well, if you see an Englishman, wearing a red necktie and a loud suit, aboard, that’s I.”
Tambourine Jack, Dell Ladley and a man Nick Carter did not know, drove up to the depot just in time to take the train.
The man went into the smoking car, leaving his companions to shift for themselves.
When they reached the city, Tambourine Jack put his female companion into a street car and rejoined the detective.
“Did you get the slip of paper I dropped?” Jack asked.
“No, where did you drop it?”
“Just as we got on the cars,” he said; “it only had the name Wilbur on it.”
“I didn’t see it,” Nick remarked. “So that chap with you was the banker’s son?”
“That’s the sprig,” replied Tambourine. “Don’t look much like a thief, does he? He made quite a time when Skip took the old fellow away. I thought there would be bloodshed, but Wilbur weakened. Skip seemed to be possessed of a million fiends last night.”
“Does he know where the new hiding place is?” Nick asked.
“You can gamble he don’t, and, between me and you, I don’t think Greer does,” answered the little fellow. “They told him of a certain place, I guess, but my private opinion is, they will dump him unless he soon puts up some more money. They asked for some last night, but he had none to give them.”
“I don’t see where he can get any,” reflected the detective.
“Dick Denton,” said Jack, “spoke to Skip last night, about returning the old man. Field has offered them large sums, several times, to do so. They would have done it long ago, I am thinking, only for the oath that binds them to Greer. I am certain that if Rusty Owens got the old bloke away from them, that he would have given him for the reward, unless the other side paid more.”
“Well, now to work again!” cried Nick. “We must find the new hiding place!”
CHAPTER XII.
TWO VICTIMS.
Through a politician, with whom he was acquainted, Wilbur Field—he called himself John Wilbur—obtained a pass to the Tombs, and, upon presenting it, was readily admitted.
One of the officers on duty within the prison pointed out the cell occupied by Smith.
It was situated at the end of an upper tier, and the visitor found the door open.
Smith had plenty of money, and, of course, favor was shown him.
He dined on the best that a neighboring restaurant could furnish, while less wealthy malefactors were forced to content themselves with meager prison fare.
“Why, Wilbur,” said Tom, throwing down the paper he had been reading and rising from his cot.
The visitor did not press the extended hand very warmly.
“You don’t appear glad to see me,” the broker ventured.
“I came from Norwalk to see you,” was the reply. “Where are my money and bonds?”
“There are ten thousand dollars deposited in your name in the Bank of North America,” answered Smith.
“Ten thousand! why, I gave you more than that to invest. Then there are the profits; they must amount to ten times that sum.”
“Did you not hear about it?” the broker asked.
“About what?”
“The robbery of my safe by Elmer Greer and some of his friends.”
“Elmer Greer!” exclaimed Wilbur; “did that vagabond rob you? I heard of an attempted robbery in your office.”
“Oh, yes. Greer and the others were caught,” said Smith; “there are three of them on the tier below this. The police took the money from them and it is now at headquarters.”
“I know all that,” remarked Wilbur, “but I did not know Greer was in the job. The rascal passed last night at my house. When I again meet him there will be a circus, and I’ll be the leading performer.”
“Indeed, I would be glad if you killed him,” was the pious wish expressed by the broker. “Were it not for him, I wouldn’t be here. Like a fool I allowed him to draw me into the thing.”
“I have all the sympathy in the world for you, Tom, but I haven’t got time to express it,” said the visitor. “I came here to talk business. I must have my money, that is the long and short of it.”
“But I have none,” answered the prisoner. “The police have it all, except the ten thousand dollars, which I deposited subject to your order.”
“You lie!” cried Wilbur, seating himself on the cot beside the broker.
“What I say is the truth.”
“I am not a fool quite,” remarked the visitor, “nor am I a child to be taken in and done for by your gammon. Do you think that I, for a moment, believe that you had everything in an office safe? No, that won’t do.”
“I was going to use the money that afternoon,” said Smith, “but did not. I intended to deposit it and would have done so, but I was arrested. I’ll tell you what I will do.”
“What’s that?” interrupted Wilbur.
“I’ll give you an order for all that is coming to you on the police property clerk,” continued the broker. “I can do no more.”
Smith’s visitor laughed at the proposition, and the prisoner lost his temper.
Under ordinary circumstances he would have feared Wilbur, but he did not now.
“You will not get the money the police have,” Wilbur said, “until you leave prison, and that may be some months or many years. I can’t afford to wait, and I know you must have money stowed away other than this.”
“And I have,” cried the broker. “Heaps on heaps of it.”
“Then everything is all right,” said the visitor, appearing satisfied for the first time since entering the cell. “You are not such a fool after all, Tom. Fill me out a check for fifty thousand on your broker; we can have a final settlement when you get out.”
“Fifty thousand!” muttered Smith; “you are quite reasonable in your demands. Very reasonable, indeed.”
“I am not going to wait here all day,” said the visitor, angrily.
“You can go when you choose.”
“But the money?”
“You will get none from me, neither you nor the other rascal,” cried Smith. “My lawyer tells me the money is mine, and I shall keep it; not one penny shall either of you have. I offered you ten thousand dollars; I take them back.”
“But I gave you over thirteen thousand in cash,” exclaimed the other, becoming greatly excited.
“And, of course, you have my receipt to show?” sneered the broker.
“No, I have not; no!”
Wilbur was furious; up and down the confined limits of the cell he paced, muttering to himself.
Smith, although very nervous, laughed at his visitor’s agitation.
The other saw him, and, standing in front of Tom, looked him in the face.
The broker shrank back from the maddened man.
“Once for all,” said Wilbur, and his voice was hoarse with passion, “am I to have the money?”
“No,” faintly ejaculated Smith. “It is mine—all mine.”
Wilbur sprang upon the prisoner, and the latter attempted to cry out for help, but the other’s clutch on his neck was too tight.
With a strength born of madness, the visitor raised Smith in his grasp, and dashed his head against the stone wall of the cell.
Leaving his victim upon the cot, and drawing the bedclothes over the body, Wilbur stepped unconcernedly out into the corridor.
After leaving the Tombs, the murderer took a Bleecker Street car, and, drawing a newspaper from his pocket, seemed to read it with the utmost unconcern.
Not in the slightest degree did he regret his bloody crime. He did not forget it; it was too fresh in his mind for that; nor did he strive to.
Wilbur was the incarnation of villainy, and at that moment he looked upon himself as a most abused person.
He had lost his money; by killing the man who could have returned it to him, he satisfied his revenge; but still that was not the money.
Wilbur left the car at Sixth Avenue, and, after walking a few blocks, entered a place called “The Cat and Kittens.”
He knew this to be a favorite resort of Greer, and, having a drink, he went into a rear room to wait for him.
Wilbur did not inquire for Elmer at the bar, fearing that when the latter entered and was told a man was waiting for him in the back room, he might take fright and go away again.
For many hours did the banker’s son await the coming of Greer, and at least every fifteen minutes he called for a drink, which resulted in his becoming quite tipsy.
It was near midnight when he heard Elmer’s voice in the barroom, and he went to him.
Greer was surprised to see him, but when Wilbur beckoned, he followed him to the back room.
As soon as they were seated, Elmer said: “Did you see the evening papers?”
“No.”
“Then you haven’t heard about our late friend?”
“What friend?” asked Wilbur, pettishly.
“Tom Smith.”
“What has he been doing?”
“He was murdered in his cell to-day,” replied Greer, expecting that his friend would be carried away with surprise.
“Good for him,” muttered Wilbur. “Have they got the murderer?”
“Not yet,” answered Elmer, “but the paper says the police have an important clew.”
Wilbur became deadly pale, and his heart felt as if made of lead.
“Does it say what the clew is?” he asked.
“No,” replied Greer, a light flashing upon him.
“Why do you look at me so?” inquired Wilbur.
“Oh, nothing.” Greer said this carelessly, but the other could see that his easy manner was forced.
“I am not afraid of you; you dare not inform against me.”
“I thought you knew a little about it,” said Elmer. “You have made a terrible mistake.”
“I could not help it; he goaded me on,” replied Wilbur. “But what do I care? He is not the first that has been removed. What bothers me is the clew you speak of.”
“Smith was my friend,” remarked Greer, drawing his chair back from the table at which the pair were seated.
“Yes, you were quite a good friend of his, too; you tried to rob him, I believe, just to show your friendship. You are a nice gentleman, you are.”
“I am not a murderer.”
“You admit that you are a thief?” said Wilbur. “Cowards like you fear the hangman too much to commit murder. When I die, I hope it is on the gallows that I may spite and disgrace everyone belonging to me. Still, I trust it may be long before my turn comes.”
Greer got up as if to leave, but at the other’s look he again seated himself.
“Did you know that the money at police headquarters, I mean our share of it, is lost to us forever?” asked Elmer.
“You need not worry over that,” said Wilbur. “He has probably provided for you in his will. You were such a good friend of his. The foul fiend preserve me from such friends.”
The banker’s son swallowed a glass of liquor and continued:
“You have also robbed me; that is why I waited to see you.”
“Robbed you? You lie!” exclaimed Greer, becoming angry.
“Had you not broken into the safe, nearly a hundred thousand dollars, which was mine, would now be in my possession and Tom Smith would be alive. You it was who really brought about this murder.”
Greer winced, but he soon recovered his usual coolness.
“What do I care for you or your money?” he said.
Wilbur arose from the table, and, pointing his hand back to his hip pocket, said:
“One murder, more or less, won’t count.”
Elmer was too quick for him.
He had taken out his pistol some minutes before, unperceived, and held it under the table.
“Oh, I’ll block that game!” Greer cried, as he pulled the trigger of his self-cocking revolver.
The murderer of the broker fell to the floor a corpse; even in death, his hand still grasping his pistol butt.
CHAPTER XIII.
GONE.
Between Little Neck and Great Neck, Long Island, is a small settlement of negroes, who make a living by fishing and doing occasional work for neighboring farmers.
At this point Long Island Sound is widest.
This was the place where Skip Brodie and Dick Denton took their captive.
Dick was well acquainted in this section, having been raised on the north side of the island.
“I am afraid to trust those niggers,” said Brodie, when they reached their boat.
“The fellow I intend to go to is all right,” replied Dick; “and there is no danger of others seeing us, because he lives in the woods, half a mile back of the settlement. I will go and bring him here.”
Denton had not been gone long when he returned with a gigantic colored man, whom he introduced to his pal as Sam Cole.
It was dark, and Skip could not make out the fellow’s features.
Sam led them, by a roundabout way, to his hut, a miserable affair, not suitable for cattle, much less for human beings.
Hilton Field followed in silence; indeed, he had not once opened his mouth to speak since leaving the house of his inhuman son.
“You are hungry, I suppose?” the negro said, stirring up the fire. “I can give you some eels; how will they do?”
“Anything will do, Sam,” replied Denton. “Got anything to drink?”
Cole answered by placing a large, black bottle and several glasses on a rickety table that occupied nearly half the cabin.
Dick filled out a glass for the prisoner, and Mr. Field, who was chilled to the marrow, drank the stuff, although it was of the vilest.
After supper Denton and the negro went outside, and when they returned Sam carried a small ladder, which he placed at an opening in the ceiling.
“Climb up, old man,” said Dick, pushing the banker toward the ladder.
Hilton Field did not resist; he was as obedient as a child now that his courage had forsaken him.
When the captive reached the garret, Sam removed the ladder.
“You know,” remarked Skip, “or, at least, I suppose Dick has told you, that this business must be kept secret.”
“This coon don’t blab when he is treated right. Mister Denton knows what I am. It wasn’t to-day or yesterday that we became acquainted.”
“You may depend upon him, Skip!” said Denton, as he took a five-dollar bill from his pocket and threw it upon the table; “Sam, go and get a couple of bottles of whisky.”
When the negro had left, the precious pair had a long conference, which ended in the adoption of a plan.
Dick Denton was to go to New York the next day and see Elmer, and if he did not give the money he had promised, they determined to open negotiations with the banker’s family.
They felt sure the reward would be paid, but it would be dangerous for them to make approaches openly.
The negro brought nearly a gallon of liquor, and, when the three men retired, they were intoxicated. Dick was up at daybreak, and, after awakening his pal, started for New York.
In the morning paper, which he purchased on the cars, he read of the murder of Smith in the Tombs and of the killing of Wilbur at the “Cat and Kittens.”
It was to that place he intended to go to look for Greer, but he was afraid to go near the saloon now, knowing that detectives would be watching it.
He knew of another place where Elmer frequently visited, in Commerce Street, and he made his way thither, going zigzag across town through quiet streets.
Dick was in luck.
He met Greer going into the place, and they went in together.
“I suppose you know what I want?” said Denton.
“Money, I should say.”
“Yes, you have hit the mark,” remarked Dick. “Skip told me not to come back without it.”
“Nice fellow, Skip!”
“What do you mean?”
“That you and he may get out for all I care,” replied Greer; “I have no money for you.”
“Skip told me to say,” added Denton, “that if you didn’t pony up we would do a little business with the banker’s family.”
“Better go and see that member of it who is lying dead at the ‘Cat and Kittens.’ Perhaps you could make an arrangement with him.”
“This is not a joke, Skip, and I mean it.”
“I am very sorry, deuced sorry; I am also sorry that I won’t have the pleasure of your charming society for some little while.”
“Are you going away?” Denton asked.
“Yes; for the good of my health.”
Elmer made a significant gesture, that of slipping a noose about his neck.
“Then it was you that finished Wilbur?”
“He would have ended me if I didn’t,” replied Greer, “and as one of us had to die, I preferred it should be him.”
“Well, you leave us in a nice hole.”
“Climb out of it. I can’t help you; everything has gone to smash, but not through any fault of mine.”
“I wish I never had had anything to do with the business,” said Denton. “Look what we have gone through and for what, five hundred dollars a piece—Skip without getting anything. I would advise you to keep out of his way.”
Greer laughed and said:
“We won’t meet in a hurry. Do anything you like with Hilton Field; kill him if you choose, I don’t care. If Smith had not been a fool and literally given himself to Nick Carter, all hands would be rolling in wealth. Good-day; tell Skip I was asking for him.”
Elmer turned on his heel and left the place.
“Well, if that ain’t rather cool,” muttered Dick. “If Skip was here he would serve him as he did Rusty Owens. What a herd of asses we were to be taken in by that fellow.”
Mr. Denton’s feelings quite overcame him, and as a means of soothing them he had recourse to the bottle.
He was in a state of blind intoxication when he reached the ferry at Thirty-fourth Street of the Long Island Railroad.
Dick had an hour and a half to wait for a train to Little Neck—few trains running to that point in the winter—and he strolled into a den kept by Jack Shea.
After condoling with the barmaid over the unhappy fate that had overtaken the proprietor, Denton settled himself in a chair for a nap.
“Mr. Carter!”
The detective was standing in front of police headquarters, and turning around, he saw Tambourine Jack at his elbow.
The little fellow was puffing and blowing like a steam engine; it was a cold day, but the perspiration rolled down Jack’s checks.
When he caught his breath, Tambourine said:
“Come—Dick Denton.”
“What do you mean?” asked Nick Carter, catching Tambourine by the arm, he having started to run off.
“Dick Denton is down in Shea’s place,” Tambourine replied. “I went in there and saw him asleep in a chair, and the barmaid told me he was going down on the island.”
“Sands Point, I suppose?”
“No; he told her Little Neck.”
Nick was still gotten up as a loud Englishman, and, not fearing that his disguise would be penetrated, he went boldly into Shea’s den while Tambourine Jack waited for him outside.
Denton was still there, sleeping off the effects of the liquor he had consumed.
After having a drink, and treating the barmaid, the detective went to the station and got a time-table.
Dick had missed the train he intended to take and there was but one more that day, which left at eleven o’clock in the night.
Leaving Tambourine behind him, Nick Carter crossed over to Long Island City and loafed about until it was time to take the train.
He saw Dick Denton get aboard, and he was somewhat surprised to see him accompanied by Tambourine Jack and the wonderful Crackers.
When the pair alighted at Little Neck, they took to the woods, but the detective never lost sight of them until they entered Sam Cole’s cabin.
Nick crept close to the hut, and through a chink in the side he was able to see anything that might take place inside.
Upon the floor lay Skip Brodie, tied hand and foot, cursing and roaring like a madman.
His pal cut the bonds, and, springing to his feet, Brodie dashed out of the cabin and ran through the woods like a deer, closely pressed by Denton.
What could it all mean?
Nick Carter called on them to stop, at the same time sending several bullets after them, none of which seemed to take effect.
He tried to follow, but before going a hundred yards, the detective’s head began to pain him, and he was obliged to give up the chase.
Returning to the cabin, Nick boldly entered, but he found no one there but Tambourine Jack, and the little fellow seemed to be almost as much bewildered as himself.
“This beats Banhager, and Banhager beats all,” said Jack. “If this isn’t a pretty go, call me a liar.”
“I don’t understand it,” exclaimed the detective. “Where can Hilton Field be? Surely they have not killed him?”
“He’s missing,” responded Tambourine. “Gone off with a coon.”
“Do you know anything about it?” Nick asked.
“A little, very little,” answered Jack. “This here ranch belongs to a fellow who struggles along under the name of Sam Cole; Dick told me that coming up in the cars.”
“Come down to the present; where is the banker?”
“How should I know?” said the little fellow; “one thing certain, our two friends that took themselves off in such a hurry don’t know either.”
“He certainly has not made his escape.”
“Well, I rather think not.”
“And Brodie was tied hand and foot. Did he say who did it?”
“Yes, didn’t I tell you that before?” inquired Jack; “this culled person got Skip drunk, and when he awoke, he found himself tied up like a parcel of dry goods; Mr. Cole was standing in the door, arm in arm with the ole bloke. I should have liked to be here, just to listen to Skip saying his prayers at that time. Look, there is some one at the window; ’tis a coon.”
Tambourine Jack pointed excitedly at the only window the cabin possessed.
Nick Carter saw the man’s eyes, and, drawing his pistol, he left the hut, followed by the little fellow.
They searched the clearing surrounding the cabin without catching a glimpse of the negro.
The ground seemed to have opened and swallowed him.
CHAPTER XIV.
IN THE FLAMES.
Nick Carter and his little friend remained in the cabin of Sam Cole until daybreak.
Then they sought Skip Brodie and Dick Denton, but, although they searched the country for miles around and questioned everyone they met, not a trace of the fleeing villains could they find.
Tired and hungry, they returned to the negro’s cabin, and, after a short rest, Nick Carter left for New York.
Tambourine Jack had informed him that Denton said Wilbur was killed by Elmer Greer, and the latter intended leaving the country.
It would never do to let the arch rogue escape, and Nick determined that he should not.
The little fellow, when the detective left him alone with his companion, Crackers, felt lonesome.
Jack could not explain satisfactorily to his own mind the depression of spirits.
He found some liquor in the cupboard, and, although he imbibed quite freely, the feeling of heaviness and melancholy did not leave him.
The sun was sinking behind the wood surrounding the hut, when the door was thrown open and Dell Ladley entered.
Before going to Shea’s place, after leaving Elmer Greer, Dick Denton had called upon the girl and given her instructions to open negotiations with the banker’s family for his return.
He had informed her of the location of their hiding place, and, without much difficulty, Dell was able to find it.
“Hello, Jack, you here?”
“Well, I seem to be,” replied that individual, “but I can’t say as how I like it.”
“Where are Skip and Dick?” the girl inquired.
“I don’t know; wish I did.”
The door was flung open and Brodie and Denton entered.
Skip was in a towering passion, as was also his pal.
“Everything is all right,” said Dell, “I saw his daughter, a sweet girl, and she promised to pay the reward and will not prosecute. She will bring the money here or send it.”
Brodie broke into a flood of profanity.
“We can’t return the banker, worse luck,” remarked Denton.
“Why?”
“Because we have lost him, you jade,” cried Skip, “and the chances are we will not find him again. It is all your fault, Dick.”
“I don’t see how you make that out,” said Denton. “I am sure I did not tell the fellow to run away with him.”
“No, but you said the negro would act straight,” replied Brodie. “I did not like the fellow’s looks from the first.”
“Admitting that I was wrong in my estimate of Sam Cole,” said Dick, “you should have watched him more closely if you were suspicious of him. The banker must have reached his car in some way. He did not learn from us who or what our captive was, and you may be sure he had a knowledge of Field’s importance before running off with him. You, and you alone, are to blame; did I not know you so well I should think that you and Sam had combined to dump me.”
“Dick, I was drunk,” said Skip.
“Well, it is no time for recriminations,” remarked Denton, “but I would just like to set my eyes on Cole. You can bet the gates of the nigger heaven would open to receive a permanent boarder.”
“Suppose we were to enlist some of the coons down at the shore in the search?” suggested Brodie. “They would be more likely to get track of Sam than I.”
“You couldn’t get one of them to stir or give you any information,” answered Dick, “the fellow has so terrorized them. He knows these woods thoroughly, and at the present moment he may be hid not a thousand yards away.”
Sam Cole was not ten yards away.
With his eye glued to the chink before used by Nick Carter, the negro took in all that was passing between the inmates of his cabin.
Cole grinned when Denton spoke of killing him on sight, and, indeed, he was tempted to enter and confront the pair.
Sam was heavily armed, and, besides, he was a very daring fellow.
“I will go in,” he muttered, and he did so.
Skip’s pistol was out in a jiffy.
“You!” he roared.
“Hold on, mister.”
Cole also drew a pistol.
“Where is the old man?” Denton asked. “Speak quick, or it will go hard with you.”
“You mean the old gent that occupied the garret?”
“Who else?” cried Dick.
“Well, he ain’t up there any more,” replied Sam. “In fact, he has changed his residence.”
“You carried him off, you black hound!” exclaimed Brodie, toying nervously with his weapon; “I saw you.”
“Oh, yes, I accompanied him to his new quarters.”
“You must give him up,” said Denton.
“Must?”
“Yes, must.”
“I’ll think about it,” remarked the negro; “in fact, I have been thinking something about it, but I have not as yet made up my mind to do so.”
“The sooner you do the better.”
Brodie took deliberate aim at Sam’s head as he spoke.
“How much will I get if I bring him back?” asked Cole.
“You’ll be killed if you don’t conduct us to where he is,” yelled Skip.
“I will see that you get at least a thousand dollars, Sam,” said Dick. “When we first came here, I told you that you would be well taken care of, and here you go to work and play this dirty trick upon my pal and me.”
“It was only a joke,” muttered the negro, “only a joke, Mr. Denton.”
“Confound such jokes,” cried Brodie, “I suppose tying me up was another joke?”
Sam laughed at this, and, had Denton not knocked the pistol out of his hand, Skip would have shot the fellow.
“I came here to take you to the place where the old man is,” said Cole, not in the least upset by Brodie’s effort to kill him. “I would not go back on you, Mr. Denton, but I would advise your friend to be a little more careful with that shooter of his, or I may be compelled to hurt him.”
Sam led the way into the wood, and the pair followed, leaving Tambourine Jack and Dell behind in the cabin.
They had not penetrated far into the woods when, with a loud laugh, the negro sprang away.
He dodged about the trees, and none of the bullets directed at him reached the mark; neither were Dick nor Skip able to overtake the fleet-footed fellow.
It was late when the chagrined pair returned to the hut and found Dell Ladley alone.
Tambourine Jack was absent, but he could not have gone far, because Crackers was left behind.
“What luck?” the girl asked.
“None,” replied Denton; “the black fiend was conning us. I’ll come across him yet.”
Skip Brodie was beside himself with rage, and he paced the floor, growling like a wild beast.
After all his work he found himself without a cent and in danger of his life for the murders he had committed.
“Elmer Greer first,” Brodie said, “then the negro, and I shall feel somewhat resigned when the hangman eventually places the noose about my neck.”
Both he and Denton had agreed to go to the city on the following night and make an effort to find Greer.
A light was made and supper prepared by Dell Ladley.
The turbulence of their passions did not prevent the pair from making a hearty meal of the rough food which the cabin afforded.
Dick Denton made a smoking bowl of punch, and he was about to fill out glasses for himself and his pal, when the door was thrown violently open.
Rusty Owens and five companions entered the room.
At the advent of the newcomers, Skip was on his feet in an instant.
“Don’t let me disturb you,” remarked Rusty; “finish your supper; I can wait.”
“How did you find us out?” Denton asked, greatly surprised.
“You chaps talked pretty loud when you got into your boat over on our side, and a friend of mine overheard you say you were coming here.”
“And what the devil do you want?” asked Brodie.
“Well, in the first place, I wish to introduce my friends here to the old gent,” replied Rusty; “they wants to make his acquaintance.”
“I hope you may find him,” remarked Denton; “he is not here.”
“That’s gammon,” said Rusty Owens.
He sent two of his friends to search the premises, but, of course, they were not successful in discovering Hilton Field.
“Where have you stowed his nibs?” asked Owens.
“He has been stolen from us,” answered Denton. “I don’t know why I should tell you even that much; it is none of your business where he is.”
“You are wrong there, my friend,” remarked Owens; “we have as much right in this business as you have.”
“Put up that pistol!” yelled one of Rusty’s companions.
Denton had drawn his weapon, but when he saw that each of the newcomers covered him with revolvers, he replaced it in his pocket.
Brodie was standing at the table, and the girl was seated at his side.
“I want you and your mob to leave here,” he said angrily, addressing Owens.
“Not quite yet,” Rusty replied. “I have a little matter to settle with you before I go.”
The speaker walked to where Skip was standing, and, catching that gentleman by the ears, spat in his face.
With an infuriated cry, Brodie threw himself upon the other, and the pair fell to the floor.
Rusty seemed to be possessed of prodigious strength.
Very easily did he shake himself free of his powerful antagonist and rise to his feet.
“I guess there is really only one way to settle such carrion as you.”
Saying this, Owens drew a pistol and cocked it.
He emptied the revolver into the body of the prostrate man.
The others threw themselves upon Dick Denton and bound him with a rope they found upon the floor—the one Sam Cole had bound Skip Brodie with.
A cry of agony escaped Dell Ladley when Owens fired upon her husband.
Skip’s pistol lay upon the table; grasping it, she rushed upon Rusty, and when but a few feet from him, fired.
The fellow rolled over upon the body of his victim, dead.
One of the ruffians picked up a chair, and brought it down with such crushing force upon Dell Ladley’s head that she sank to the floor insensible.
Dick Denton raved and swore, struggling the while to free himself, but unsuccessfully.
The ruffians examined their leader and found that he was dead.
“Shoot that fellow,” suggested one, pointing to Dick Denton.
“Yes, kill him,” added another, who was about to do so.
“Let him stay where he is; we’ll burn the house,” cried a third.
This was agreed to by the fellow’s companion demons.
They dragged several straw mattresses outside, and, closing the door, set fire to them.
The hut was old and as dry as a chip.
With fearful rapidity the fire grew until in a few minutes Sam’s cabin was wrapped in a shroud of flame.
No Indian ever died at the stake with more courage than did Denton—not a cry escaped him, even when the flames reached him.
A little figure dashed into the clearing and rushed toward the burning hut.
Strong arms grasped him and prevented him from entering.
“Poor Crackers!” and the creature threw himself on the ground and began to cry.
CHAPTER XV.
RESTORED AT LAST.
Nick Carter went at once, upon arriving in the city, to the place uptown where Tambourine Jack told him Dick Denton had met Elmer Greer.
The murderer was not there, and, leaving the saloon, the detective took a position near at hand, where he could see everyone that entered.
He had been at his post but an hour when a man, wearing heavy, black whiskers and beard, brushed past him.
The man entered the saloon and Nick Carter quickly followed.
“That disguise don’t baffle me,” the detective thought. “I think I should recognize Elmer Greer if I were to see nothing of him but his eyes.”
Walking up to the bearded gentleman, Nick tapped him on the shoulder, saying:
“I would like to have a few minutes’ conversation with you.”
“I don’t know you, sir,” replied the other; “though I am a stranger in town, I am not to be taken in by any confidence man.”
The detective began to laugh at this, and there was something so familiar in this laugh that the bearded fellow became very nervous.
“I guess you and I have met before,” Nick said, playing with his mouse. “What might your name be at present?”
“None of your infernal business, you bloody cockney!”
“Elmer Greer, you are my prisoner.”
Greer reached for his pistol, but before he could draw it, Nick Carter struck him between the eyes, knocking him down.
In an instant the detective had securely handcuffed his prisoner.
“This is an outrage,” cried Elmer. “What have I done? Are all strangers who come to New York treated like this?”
“Well, no.”
The detective removed his wig and whiskers, saying:
“I guess you will remember seeing me before?”
“Nick Carter!” involuntarily exclaimed Greer.
“Or his ghost,” added Nick. “You thought I was dead.”
Elmer saw that it would be absurd to deny his identity any longer, and he removed the beard that disguised his features.
“I suppose I am good for twenty years?” he said, making a sickly attempt to smile.
“Not quite,” replied Nick; “they hang murderers in this State.”
“Murder!” ejaculated the prisoner. “I do not understand.”
“How about shooting Wilbur Field night before last? If you had but a white robe and a golden harp you might pose as an angel.”
“There is no hope for me,” muttered Greer. “But tell me, how in the name of all things infernal have you learned all this?”
“That you shall never know,” answered Nick; “but I can inform you of one thing, and that is, nothing that you have done since carrying off the banker has escaped me. I charge you with murder, and I have the proof to convict you.”
“I have money—heaps of money.”
“You lie, but if you were to make me a millionaire if I would unlock these handcuffs, they would not be unlocked until you reached a prison cell.”
“I will put you on the track of Hilton Field.”
Nick would have laughed had he not had a little compassion for the now abject and trembling wretch.
He begged, prayed and cursed by turns, but his appeals had no effect.
“Send me to prison for my other crimes,” the rascal cried, beseechingly, “but do not make the charge of murder against me. It is horrible to die.”
“No more so to you than to your victims,” said the detective. “No, I will bring you to the gallows.”
When he left the Tombs, whither he had taken Greer, Nick visited a friend of his, who had a saloon in Center Street, and from him borrowed a bloodhound that had been brought from Cuba, where it had been used in hunting down runaway slaves.
The detective had often fondled the dog, and they were very good friends.
Taking the brute with him, Nick went to Long Island City, and learned that the last train for Little Neck had left, but that he could get one to Flushing, which is about halfway.
At Flushing the detective engaged a horse and carriage, and, taking the dog in the wagon, he drove to the negro settlement near Little Neck.
He awoke the occupant of one of the cottages, and engaged him to care for the horse, since he might be absent until late the next day.
Nick Carter found Sam Cole’s cabin a smoking ruin, and by the small tongues of flame that sprang up only to die away in a second, he saw a figure sitting near the edge of the burning hut.
There was no mistaking the person.
“Tambourine!” the detective cried.
The figure leaped to its feet, and the little fellow was at his side in a moment.
“Who set it on fire?”
“Skip’s bones are in the ruins somewhere; he was dead, but poor Dell Ladley and Dick Denton were burned alive.”
“This is horrible!” exclaimed Nick Carter. “How was it you escaped?”
“I was out of the hut at the time,” answered Tambourine, “or I would have been served like the rest.”
Jack went on to tell him all he had learned of the affair from the incendiaries.
“What did you bring the dog for?” Jack asked, when he had finished his narrative.
“To track the negro, of course,” replied Nick. “Where did you see him last?”
The little fellow led the way into the wood where Dick Denton and Skip Brodie had lost sight of Sam Cole.
At first the bloodhound was puzzled and seemed to have several false scents before, with a deep bay, he rushed away through a part of the forest thickly grown with brush.
It was with difficulty that Nick Carter and his friend made their way through the undergrowth.
The dog was lost sight of, but they were guided by his cries.
Suddenly they ceased and Nick knew the hound had reached the end of the trail.
At a clearing on the side of a steep hill they came face to face with a gigantic negro.
“That’s him,” whispered Jack.
The colored man was bleeding at the throat, where the dog had sunk his fangs, and at his feet lay the brute, dead.
“Was that your dog?” Sam Cole angrily asked, approaching the pair with a large, wooden stake in his hand.
“Yes,” replied Nick Carter, drawing his pistol; “it was.”
Sam saw the weapon glitter in the moonlight and advanced no further.
“He had like to kill me,” the negro said, “and I was obliged to kill him; I am sorry, gentlemen.”
“Look out for him,” whispered Tambourine, “he is a bad one.”
“Are you Sam Cole?”
The detective drew near the fellow as he spoke.
“That’s what they call me hereabouts,” was the answer. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
“Yes; show me where you have hid the old gentleman you carried away from your cabin,” said Nick.
“Guess you have struck the wrong party, mister. I don’t know what you are talking about.”
“Come, now, none of that, if you wish to save yourself from going to prison,” remarked the detective; “I am Nick Carter, of New York, and I know you have this man I am in search of.”
With the hand that held the pistol, the officer threw back his coat to exhibit his badge.
As he did so, Sam Cole threw the stake with unerring aim at him.
It struck Nick full in the breast, keeling him over.
Cole was upon him, and bearing him to the ground, the giant said:
“The police officer has not yet been born who could take me.”
Nick’s pistol fell from his hand when the negro attacked him; Tambourine saw its silver mounting shining in the grass and soon possessed himself of it.
There was a pistol shot; the negro’s grasp relaxed and he rolled over, dead.
For the second time had Tambourine Jack saved his friend’s life.
“See!” cried the little fellow, when the detective arose to his feet, “there is a light yonder.”
The detective saw the light, but before going to it he caught Jack’s hand in his own, saying:
“I hope some day to square accounts as near as possible with you.”
They found that the light came from a fire built in a small cave.
Taking the revolver from Tambourine, the detective entered.
“I tell you, negro, I will pay you well.”
It was Hilton Field’s voice, and Nick Carter instantly recognized it.
In a corner of the cave, tied to a stake driven into the ground, was the banker.
Nick cut the bond and led Mr. Field into the open air.
“Nick Carter!” he exclaimed.
“Yes,” replied the detective, “I have come to take you home.”
That home-coming was joyful, indeed.
The banker clasped his daughter in his arms, weeping from pure happiness.
Still, much remained to be done to break up the gang and punish those already captured.
The work was full of difficulties and entailed many adventures, but eventually Nick succeeded in his task.
The Calhoun woman served a long term in the penitentiary.
Greer was prosecuted on the charge of murdering Wilbur Field, but the jury disagreed. On another indictment he received a long sentence.
Shortly after his return, Hilton Field settled up his affairs and, with his daughters, went to Europe.
While sailing in the Mediterranean one day, a sudden storm arose, and the yacht in which were Field and his children, was capsized. Field alone was saved.
This catastrophe seemed to have dried up the milk of human kindness in Field’s heart. He returned to America, plunged into the vortex of Wall Street, and became known as one of the shrewdest, richest and most unscrupulous operators the “Street” had ever known.
In a few years time he had become one of the richest men in America. He built a palace on Riverside Drive, one of the most beautiful neighborhoods in New York City, retired from active business, and lived in his magnificent home a life of solitary grandeur.
Of the few men who knew him as friends, Nick Carter was one, and although they saw each other infrequently, the feeling of mutual esteem increased with years.
At first, Nick believed that when the scattered members of the gang that had kidnaped him learned of the banker’s return to New York, they would annoy him.
But many years passed without a sign of revenge, and Nick’s anxiety was lulled to sleep.
CHAPTER XVI.
WHOSE THE BRAIN?
It was destined to be rudely awakened.
One morning, twenty-four years after the kidnaping of Hilton Field, Nick Carter was sitting in his office examining some important papers when one of his assistants placed a telegram before him.
Opening it, Nick read this message:
“Come at once to Mr. Hilton Field’s house on Riverside Drive. A murder. (Signed),
“FREDERIC BARNES.”
Nick thrust the message into his pocket.
“Humph!” he muttered. “And Edmund Greer was released from Sing Sing only a month ago!”
Hurrying from his office, Nick boarded a Subway train and, leaving it at the station nearest his destination, jumped into a cab.
According to the dispatch a murder had been committed.
As the cab bowled along Nick wondered who it was who had been suddenly deprived of life.
Perhaps it was Mr. Field himself.
His nearest neighbor was all of five hundred feet distant, and the house was one to tempt the cupidity of the professional burglar.
In due season the cab pulled up before Mr. Field’s house and the detective sprang out.
To the driver he said:
“Just stay here until I send you word. I may want you.”
The detective went up the steps and rang the bell.
He was kept waiting only the fraction of a minute.
“Is Mr. Barnes here?” he inquired of the servant who opened the door.
“Yes, sir. Are you the man he is expecting?”
“I am.”
“Then you are to walk into the parlor. Mr. Barnes is waiting for you there.”
Nick stepped into the room mentioned.
As he did so a man came forward from the rear of the room, saying gravely:
“I am more glad to see you than I can express. A fearful murder has been committed here.”
“Who is the victim?”
“Mr. Field.”
“I had suspected as much. When did it happen?”
“Some time during the night.”
“How did you learn of it?”
“One of the servants came over to my house and gave the alarm.”
“You came over here at once?”
“I did.”
“What did the servant who told you of it have to say?”
“At the time he simply told me that Mr. Field had been murdered. It was not until after I had arrived at the house that I learned any of the particulars.”
“What were they?”
“I will tell you if such is your wish, but as the case promises to be filled with mystery, perhaps it would be better to gain your first impression of it direct from the servant.”
“Well suggested. Where is the body?”
Mr. Barnes was silent.
He acted like a man who is uncertain what answer to make to best aid the course of justice.
The detective did not wait long for an answer, but went on:
“In what room was the deed committed?”
“In his own room.”
“Where is that?”
“On the next floor.”
“The murder is supposed to have taken place during the night?”
“It is known that such was the case.”
“Did anybody see it done?”
“No, although it is known when it was done.”
“Let us go to his room.”
“Very well.”
“As you are familiar with the house, suppose you lead the way.”
With an assenting nod Mr. Barnes did so.
He led the way upstairs and to a room in the front of the house.
As he crossed the threshold of this room he said:
“This room was used by him as a sort of library. His sleeping room is just back of this.”
The detective gave one keen glance around him and then said:
“The murder was not committed in this room?”
“It was not.”
“Then lead the way into the sleeping room.”
Mr. Barnes did so in silence.
Again the detective looked around him.
In this room were numerous evidences of a struggle.
With his gaze fastened on the bed, which was empty, the detective said:
“I do not see anything of the body.”
Waiting for an answer, but not getting any, he went on:
“Has the body been removed to another room?”
“It has not.”
“Then where is it?”
“I don’t know.”
In a surprised tone the detective echoed:
“Don’t know?”
“No.”
“How is that?”
“When I got here I could find nothing of any body.”
“Then it is not certain that he was murdered?”
“Yes, it is.”
“How do you make it out?”
“He was seen after he had been murdered.”
“Ha! By whom?”
“One of the servants.”
“And then, subsequent to that time, the body disappeared.”
“That is the case.”
“There is nothing back of this? Is the servant trustworthy?”
“Perfectly so, I believe. I am sure that Mr. Field had the most unbounded confidence in the man.”
“I must see this man presently. What opinion have you arrived at in regard to the matter?”
“I have none. I cannot see daylight at all. The case puzzles me beyond anything ever presented to my mind before.”
“Do you think that robbery had anything to do with it?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because so far as I can determine nothing has been taken. Nor do the servants find anything missing.”
Nick began pacing the floor.
Little as he had learned of the case, it had already developed some strange things.
Crimes usually run in channels somewhat similar, but here had one been committed that was entirely outside of anything embraced in his own experience or heard of in that of a brother professional. At least this was promised, which fact was rather calculated than otherwise to give the case a deep interest for him.
That a crime had been committed there was no question, for on every side could be found evidences of a struggle. But had that crime been of the grave one of murder? Without the presence of a dead body this was impossible to say.
Finally Nick shook his head and growled something under his breath.
To one who knew him well this would have implied that he was not at all pleased with the train of his thoughts.
At last he said:
“Let me see this man.”
The servant alluded to was called.
He was a man past middle life, with an honest, open face and iron gray hair.
Looking at this man, Nick was impressed in his favor. Yet he questioned him as sharply as though he was suspected of being the murderer.
He said, sharply:
“Well, what do you know about this murder?”
“Very little.”
“So? You are inclined to be brief.”
“I am naturally so.”
“What is your name?”
“Joe Timon.”
“In what capacity did you serve Mr. Field?”
“I was almost anything, from valet to private secretary.”
“Ah! Then in all probability you were the last person who saw Mr. Field alive?”
“I may have been, though I am not certain about it. Ordinarily I would have been of a certainty.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I usually was the last one to enter his room at night. But last evening I had a headache and went to my own room earlier than usual.”
“What was the hour?”
“A few minutes past ten.”
“You usually went to bed later, then?”
“I did.”
“At what hour?”
“Between eleven and twelve generally.”
“Well, you went to bed at ten last night. Now, then, how did you learn that a murder had been committed?”
“It came about in this way. About two o’clock I was awakened by hearing the steps of a man in the hall outside of my room. As was natural, I lay as still as possible and listened, trying to catch what was said.”
“Did you hear anything?”
“Yes.”
“What was it?”
“I could not hear every word that was said, but what I did hear was to the effect that it was unfortunate that they had not been able to get out undetected.”
“Which you understood as meaning—what?”
“That some of the servants had seen them.”
“Was this view verified by what followed?”
“I think so.”
“Well, you heard words spoken to the effect stated. What followed that?”
“The men paused at my door to listen. They were, I thought, trying to determine if the room was occupied, so I held my breath as long as I could and then breathed as quietly as possible. Yet they heard me and entered my room. Then they proceeded to tie me.”
“You pretended to wake up?”
“Yes.”
“What was said to you?”
“I was ordered to make no noise on penalty of losing my life.”
“What kind of looking men were they?”
“I could not see.”
“How was that? Didn’t they have a light?”
“Yes, but they were masked.”
“Well, what followed of which you have any knowledge?”
“I lay still for some time after they had left my room, and then I began trying to force myself loose from my bonds.”
“You succeeded at last?”
“I did. It took me all of a couple of hours to get my hands free, and as they had tied me to the bed and I had nothing in the shape of a knife at hand, I was then compelled to undo those other knots, which took me the best part of another hour. When I was free at last I went down to the floor below and entered the master’s room.”
“And saw what?”
“Mr. Field lying on the floor.”
“Dead?”
“Yes, sir.”
“How can you be sure of that?”
“Because I went to his side, and kneeling down put my hand over his heart.”
“You could not feel any pulsation?”
“I could not.”
“What then?”
“I thought of going to Mr. Barnes here, who was one of Mr. Field’s warmest friends.”
“What o’clock was it at this time?”
“About five, just before daylight.”
“Mr. Barnes is your next neighbor?”
“He is.”
“How does it come, then, that he did not see you until after seven?”
“The reason of that was, that in my haste I was careless, and in going down the stairs I tripped and fell, as a result of which I landed at the foot in a senseless condition.”
“What stairs were these?”
“Those at the front of the house.”
“There is a stair at the rear?”
“Yes, sir.”
“How did it happen that you did not first untie your fellow servants?”
“I cannot explain that, sir, even to myself. I merely knew that my master was murdered, and was anxious to get his friend here as soon as possible.”
“How long did you lie at the foot of the stairs in that insensible condition?”
“Until about five minutes before I rang the bell of Mr. Barnes’ house.”
“After recovering consciousness did you go upstairs again before going to Mr. Barnes?”
“I did not.”
“Mr. Barnes came over with you at once?”
“No, sir. Having been told by him that he would soon be over I returned.”
“What did you do first?”
“Unbound the servants.”
“You didn’t go first into Mr. Field’s room?”
“No, sir.”
“I should have thought you would.”
“I did not wish to again see that horrid sight alone. I am not a coward by any means, but it is not pleasant to go in and look at a man now dead who has been to you a warm friend in the past.”
“But, having released the other servants, you made up a party and entered Mr. Field’s room?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Who first discovered that the body was missing?”
“I did. Having seen it where it was lying, I naturally looked in the right direction at once, and when I found it was not there I could hardly believe my senses. At first I thought that he had not, after all, been killed, but had recovered his consciousness and had crawled to his bed, but on looking toward it I saw it was empty.”
“What next?”
“Why, we had not recovered from our astonishment when Mr. Barnes came in.”
“What was done after the arrival of this gentleman?”
“He wanted to know if robbery had been the motive of the deed, and so a search was made.”
“With what result?”
“We did not find anything missing.”
“Can you be sure that nothing is gone?”
“I would not be willing to swear to it, although I am morally convinced that not a thing has been taken.”
“That will do. You can go now, but do not say a word to the other servants of the line of questions put to you.”
“I will not, sir.”
Joe Timon having departed, Mr. Barnes inquired:
“What do you make of it?”
“As yet—nothing.”
“His story does not give you any clew?”
“Decidedly not. It only serves to make the case more mysterious. You are certain that this man had the full confidence of Mr. Field?”
“I am. I have often heard him speak of the faithfulness of this man in particular.”
Nick did not at all like the appearance of things.
The story that Joe Timon had to tell had an air of truthfulness, and yet it was far from satisfactory to the detective. There were not a few points about it that appeared to him as unnatural.
In the first place it was rather peculiar that the assassins should have taken the trouble to go around and bind the servants if their purpose here was only to take the life of Mr. Field, something which could be accomplished in the fraction of a minute.
Their binding of the servants would, on the face of it, argue that they had need of time, as would be the case only if they were intending to take the time to systematically select the plunder they wanted.
Secondly, while the story of falling downstairs and rendering himself insensible might be true, still it had about it a something that to the detective was “fishy.”
Thirdly, it did not seem to him as being natural that Timon could forget that his fellow servants were bound and in need of assistance. In his opinion the natural course under the circumstances would have been for Timon to have unbound them before seeking Mr. Barnes.
A fact in connection with Timon’s failure to do this stood out before the detective’s mental vision very prominently—and this fact was that, in his interim when, according to his story, he was unconscious, the body of Mr. Field disappeared.
And he asked himself this question:
“If it was necessary to offset some testimony that could be advanced by the other servants, would not some such story as this be concocted to cover the time necessary for the taking away of the body?”
And he quickly gave himself the answer:
“The story is admirably suited to just such a series of circumstances, and if the stories told by the others show a necessity for this tale, I shall at once set Joe Timon down as an accessory, no matter how great the trust Mr. Field may have had in him.”
He now had in his possession practically all that could be told of the main features of the case, and he wanted now to use his eyes a little more before questioning the other servants.
Speaking to Barnes, he said:
“It must have been here that the body lay.”
“It was. That is the spot that Timon pointed out to me.”
From here there was a depression of the nap of the carpet, in two long, straight lines, toward the door.
They were such marks as would be left by the heels of a person being dragged along by the shoulders.
The detective now stepped toward the door to which these marks led, Barnes following him closely and saying:
“I was wondering if you were going to take notice of those marks and follow them.”
Nick Carter dryly said:
“I saw them some time ago, in fact the very instant I stepped into this room. I did not care at the moment to trace them, as I had something else in my mind.”
“I suppose that in your business, as in most others, each man has his own way of working.”
“Certainly.”
The door was by this time reached. It was closed. The detective opened it and saw that the marks were continued across the sill and upon the carpet of the hall.
The hall being dark, he said to Barnes:
“Will you be kind enough to open that window at the end?”
“Assuredly.”
Barnes proceeded to open it, letting in a flood of light.
It was now very bright in the hall, and everything was shown up as clearly as daylight could do it.
One thing was revealed that was very unpleasant to the eyes of Mr. Barnes.
This was a pool of blood.
Shuddering, he said to the detective:
“That is a terrible sight. This pool is larger than that in his own room. They must have stopped here a minute or so when they were dragging him out.”
As Nick made no rejoinder to this, Barnes said:
“Don’t you think that is the case?”
Remarkably brief was the reply:
“No!”
“What do you think, then?”
“I am not prepared to state that, but—I have made a discovery!”
CHAPTER XVII.
A THEORY FOUND.
The discovery Nick Carter made was this:
Where the body had been lying in the room, it had been surrounded by a pool of blood. But, when being dragged across the floor toward the door there had been no dropping of the sanguineous fluid. Then, after crossing the sill, the blood drops became visible and continued irregularly until this spot was reached, where there was quite a good-sized pool!
About this there was certainly something crooked. Blood would not flow plentifully one minute, cease the next, and flow again in that following.
What did he deduce from this?
The deduction was that these blood spots were not the result of the wound that had been inflicted on Mr. Field.
In other words they were placed there.
The purpose for doing so remained for Nick to discover.
The detective followed the tracks in the carpet along the hall. They were not once missing, in fact it seemed as though they had purposely been made very noticeable so that they might be readily followed.
Co-existing with the depressions in the carpet were the spots of blood.
Without once turning aside they led to the top of the back stairs and down those to the floor below. Through the lower hall they went to the rear door and out of this into the grounds.
From the back door was a straight path that led away in the direction of the river.
Down this path the traces were to be seen.
Pausing in the doorway, the detective said:
“I want you to answer me a few questions.”
Barnes returned:
“Go ahead. Call on me for any information that I can give.”
“Has anybody yet followed these tracks here?”
“Yes.”
“Who?”
“I did.”
“Ah! How far did you go?”
“Halfway down the grounds.”
“I suppose, then, that you succeeded in mixing up your tracks with those of the men who had Mr. Field with them?”
“I did not do that. I fancy that even though I am not a detective I am not wanting in common sense.”
“How did you avoid doing so?”
“By walking outside of the path. I thought that in all probability that you would want to examine the tracks, and so did all I could to see that they were kept distinct. I have kept the servants from coming here when they were desirous of doing so.”
“You did well. Few people show as much sense, but usually appear to do all they can to make it difficult, if not impossible, for a detective to get hold of a clew.”
As he said this Nick Carter was moving slowly down the path, taking care not to step upon or in any way obliterate whatever marks may have been there.
The grounds extended toward the river a distance of six or seven hundred feet, in fact nearly to the railroad tracks.
For half this distance the blood drops were visible and then they ceased.
The reason for their so doing was suggested by the marks left by the wheels of a garden barrow, one of those two-wheeled affairs seen in the grounds of the wealthy who employ professional gardeners.
Without a word Nick followed the tracks of the wheels until the limit of Mr. Field’s grounds was reached.
Here the barrow was found.
As might be expected, the inside of it was smeared with blood.
Barnes was a man of a great deal of good, sound, common sense, and he quickly reached and expressed a conclusion.
“From the point where the wheel tracks were seen the body was brought in this barrow to this point.”
“That certainly is what would appear to have been the case. In short, it is as plain as the nose on your face.”
But did this express his own private views?
Let the sequel show.
Barnes said:
“Now, then, it is left to ascertain what disposition was made of the body after this place was reached.”
Passing through the gate that was at the end of the path, they looked around them.
Here ran the ordinary wagon road, and some distance away were the rails of the New York Central.
Nick Carter had eyes for everything.
It was still early in the morning, and not a great many wagons had passed along the road.
Every wheelmark was scrutinized closely, although it was done so quickly that his companion did not think that he had more than glanced up and down the road.
Together they crossed the road, and over the fence, on the opposite side, again saw the blood marks.
The detective, without any show of excitement, said:
“There they are again!”
“Shall we follow them?”
“It is not very material.”
In astonishment, Barnes cried:
“Surely it is material to follow such sure evidence of the body of a man who has been murdered?”
“Who says that Mr. Field has been murdered?”
“I do—the evidence does.”
“Not to me.”
“Do you mean it?”
“Yes.”
“How can you explain it?”
“I can’t do so yet; but if he was dead, and all the villains desired was his death, why on earth do they remove his body? If you can answer me that, I shall become a convert to your idea.”
“I cannot answer it, and yet he must be dead! Did not Timon say that he could not feel his master’s heart beat?”
“I believe he did say something to that effect, but that does not prove that he is dead.”
“Yet it appears to me to be quite sufficient, when taken in connection with other things.”
“That may be; but, as I said, where is the body? If they merely wanted him dead, their work was done when they accomplished the bloody deed, and they are not going to take the risk of getting away with a dead body unless there is some necessity for it.”
“Perhaps.”
“What is it?”
“He may have recognized them, and they have thought it necessary, he not having been killed by their blows, to take him away.”
The detective smiled.
“Barnes, you are a smart fellow in your line of business, but you are not at home in what belongs to detective work. Had their first blow been ineffective, and they had been recognized by Mr. Field, it would have been far easier for them to have finished their work than taken him with them. Remember, you are then presupposing that they came back with the express purpose of killing your friend.”
“I see it now. Yes, it was a foolish idea on my part.”
Nick laughed and said:
“Come along, and we will see where these tracks lead to.”
Barnes was somewhat abashed by having made such a blunder, and he was silent for some minutes.
He then said:
“How is it about these tracks?”
“How about them in what respect?”
“Did these drops of blood come from Field?”
Without hesitation came the reply:
“They did not.”
“Will you tell me why you can be so positive?”
“You can keep a still tongue in your head?”
“I think so.”
“Then I will show why it is positively true that the blood you see did not come from any wound inflicted on your friend. See that spot of blood?”
“I do.”
“Where is the next one?”
“Right there.”
“How far would you judge it to be removed from the one pointed out?”
“About two feet.”
“Look for the next spot. Do you see it?”
“I do.”
“How far is that removed from the second?”
“About two feet.”
“What is the distance to the next spot?”
“Within a fraction of the distance between each of the others, I should judge.”
“And the one beyond that, and the next, and the next, are they not at nearly equal distances?”
“They are.”
“Well, what does that say to you?”
“Nothing.”
“Is it possible? Does it not strike you that Mr. Field, if he shed this blood, bled with remarkable regularity?”
“I see it now!”
And he added:
“If blood drops had come from his wound as they carried him along they would have dropped with less regularity. There would have been considerable space where no drop would have been visible.”
“Exactly.”
“Then his body was not carried along here?”
“That does not follow at all.”
“Doesn’t it?”
“No.”
“You puzzle me.”
“There is no reason for your being puzzled, and you would not be if you had brought to bear the same amount of practical common sense that you take to your business.”
“Explain.”
“Why, as I said, these blood drops do not prove that Mr. Field was carried along here. Yet neither do they disprove it.”
“But, if the villains went so far—no matter what their purpose—to create the belief that he had been carried along here, is it not fair to presume that they did not carry him along here at all?”
“Yes, it is fair to presume so. In fact, to think of the possibility of this does honor to your shrewdness. And yet the presumption would be a bad one to act upon.”
“Why so?”
“Because it is evident to me already that the persons who are engaged in this affair are not common criminals, but men keen, shrewd and with any quantity of brains.”
“Then you think Mr. Field was carried along this way?”
“I do not.”
An annoyed expression came into the face of Mr. Barnes.
He had understood from what the other had said that he really thought that Mr. Field had been brought along here.
“You don’t?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“For good and sufficient reasons.”
Barnes saw that the detective did not feel inclined to talk further, and although he would have liked to have the other’s confidence in full he would not risk offending him by asking too many questions or prying into his conclusions and conduct of the case.
The blood spots were followed across a park, and up to a fence that divided it from the grounds belonging to the railroad and covered by their tracks.
Beyond this fence the spots of blood were again found, and continued until the edge of the river was reached.
Every fact and circumstance, however trivial, connected with the trip from the Field house to this point, tended to confirm the detective in an idea that his brain had given birth to.
On the beach he carefully scrutinized the sandy shore in search of some evidence of a small boat having been at this spot.
There was no evidence.
Barnes, however, said:
“It is doubtful if any tracks would be left, for the tide has risen since they have been here.”
The detective nodded.
“Nevertheless, I am sure that no small boat was here. If one had been some track would have survived the effacing action of the tide. But there is a stronger reason than that for being so sure.”
“What is it?”
“Have you used your eyes?”
“I think so.”
“Then you should know as well as I and require no telling.”
“Which proves that my eyes are not as good as yours.”
“Not at all. It would only show that they had not been as intelligently used. Now, then, I believe we traced the course of the villains at first by means of the heel tracks left by Mr. Field.”
“And the blood spots as well.”
“Hang the blood spots! They have nothing to do with it. The marks of his heels were visible up to the point where the barrow was brought into use, were they not?”
“Yes.”
“His body being placed in the barrow these dragging tracks were no longer visible?”
“Right.”
“The barrow was only used until the fence was reached?”
“Yes.”
“Well, if the men were not strong enough to carry Mr. Field before reaching the barrow, but must let his heels drag, why is it that after crossing the fence the heel marks are no longer seen?”
Barnes looked for a minute at the detective in utter silence. Then he slowly said:
“You are certainly a wonderful man!”
“Why so?”
“Because you are able to so quickly see and take a meaning from facts so apparently unimportant that they would escape the attention of an ordinary man.”
“Not if he used the brains which God has given him. If people would only use their wits there would be scant need for lawyers, doctors or detectives.”
As they were going back toward the house, Barnes asked:
“Have you discovered anything which throws light on the mystery?”
“Yes.”
“Can you take me into your confidence?”
“I do not think it would be wise. As the case now stands it will be better for me to keep my own counsel, for you might say something that would tend to divert my mind from the plan already forming in it, which is something I never like to have done.”
“You believe in first impressions?”
“Largely so, for I have very often found them right ones.”
At the fence where the body had been taken out of the barrow the detective and Barnes parted.
The latter returned to the house, while the former remained beside the fence.
One thing that he had noticed here that Barnes had not was that there was a wheel track showing that a wagon had not so very long ago been driven close up alongside of the fence.
After examining this wheel track closely he muttered to himself:
“Here are the tracks made by the wagon in driving up. They show that the wagon contained less weight than when it drove away, for the wheels have not cut as deeply as in departing. This means that Mr. Field’s body, living or dead as the case may be, was transferred to the wagon. Now then, how was this done? Why was it considered necessary to take his body away?”
And he continued:
“As yet that is a mystery. But it can and must be solved. The first thing to do is to find a motive for the assault on Mr. Field. That robbery was not the reason is shown by the fact that nothing was taken. Yet, on the contrary, it would appear that his life was not sought, for if it had been the murderers would merely have made sure of that and left. The taking of his body gives to the case a deeper meaning. He was not killed, is the only conclusion that I can reach under the circumstances, and yet——”
Nick Carter paused.
Never in all his career as a detective had he met with a case in which he had so little foundation on which to base a possible reason for the crime.
Suddenly he uttered a low exclamation.
A new idea had come to him.
It would solve some of the seeming mysteries of the case.
Argumentatively he said to himself:
“Now, then, somebody, for some reason as yet unknown, desires the death of Mr. Field. He or they came here for the purpose of ending his existence. He or they believe it has been accomplished and go away. He or they may have been in league with this Joe Timon—as to which more anon. Contrary: Somebody else turns up and discovers the body of Mr. Field, who may be alive or dead. This second he or they have reason to wish the existence of Mr. Field, to insure which or make his death an uncertainty, he or they carry away his body. Two parties of rascals, with different aims, are concerned in producing this apparently inexplicable state of affairs. I must now see those who are acquainted with the private life of Mr. Field during these last ten years, and ferret out such truths as may tend to prove or disprove this idea.”
Good or bad, right or wrong, he had at last got hold of an idea on which to work, had formed a theory to prove or discover to be worthless.
In taking hold of a case it is positively necessary, if a man is going to do good work, to have a theory or outline in mind on which to work.
This Nick Carter now had.
On reaching the house he called for the servants to question them.
We shall not attempt to follow his questions and their answers, inasmuch as nothing was developed that in any way changed the views he had adopted.
It may, however, be said that the answers he received to his questions left him in doubt as to the part that Timon had taken in the matter. He was not proved innocent, neither was he shown to have had guilty knowledge of the murder or other crime, whatever it was.
Nick now retired to an inner room with Barnes.
“Can you give me some information in regard to the private life of Mr. Field?” he asked that gentleman.
“What do you wish to know?”
“Everything.”
“That is to say, everything that could possibly have any bearing on the case.”
“I mean what I say—everything. In a case like this it is impossible to say what may or may not have bearing on the case. First of all, Mr. Field lived here alone?”
“He did.”
“Was he a bachelor?”
“Practically so for nearly the past two decades.”
“Practically so? What do you mean by such an answer? Was he a married man?”
“Yes. He married seventeen years ago, two or three years after returning to America. Few knew of this marriage.”
“But parted from his wife?”
“Yes.”
“What were the circumstances of that parting?”
“I can answer that only in a general way.”
“Give me the best answer you can.”
“I will do so. As nearly as I can understand it Mr. Field was of a jealous disposition, and thinking he had reason to be jealous of his wife he revealed his feeling to her. She had borne much from him without complaining, but when he spoke to her in this way she quietly informed him that she would no longer remain under his roof unless he asked her pardon. This he refused to do until she had disproved his suspicion. She then said:
“I see that it is best I should go. A woman has no business living with a man who has no confidence in her.” He angrily returned:
“I don’t know but that it is best you should go,” Without another word she turned from him, and a couple of hours later left the house.
“Were they never reconciled after that?”
“No. In fact, they never met.”
“Is the wife dead?”
“I do not know.”
“Did he have any knowledge bearing on the matter?”
“I think not, for it has been his aim for years past to find his wife and her little girl and try to make reparation for his cruelty toward them.”
“He afterward became convinced, then, that he had seriously misjudged his wife?”
“He did.”
“What is your opinion of the matter?”
“That Mrs. Field was a sadly abused woman.”
“And yet you could make a friend of such a man?”
“I did not become acquainted with him until long afterward. I have known him only about six years, and as you can see he was a man much older than myself, and the friendship that existed between us was much like that of father and son. I could not hold any ill will against him for his treatment of his wife, no matter how bad it was, for I knew him only as one thoroughly repentant and desirous of repairing the damage he had done.”
“He was alone in the world?”
“Entirely so for all that I know to the contrary.”
“Who would benefit by his death? In other words, who would become the owner of this property on his decease?”
“I don’t know, unless his wife and child.”
“He had, then, made a will in their favor?”
“I am not sure of that, although I think such is the case.”
At that moment there came a ring at the doorbell.
Both men paused to listen.
They heard the butler go to the door, and they stepped to the head of the stairs.
The door opened and the butler’s voice was heard inquiring:
“What do you wish?”
The reply came in a woman’s voice:
“I want to see Mr. Field.”
In an astonished tone the butler echoed:
“Mr. Field?”
“Yes.”
“That is impossible.”
“Not so, if he is at home, for I am here by his own appointment. He will surely see me. Go and tell him that his daughter is here!”
CHAPTER XVIII.
A PUZZLE TO SOLVE.
The reply given by the girl was as complete a surprise as anything the detective had listened to.
Only a minute before he had been told that it was not known whether this daughter was in existence, and now she was here claiming relationship.
While Nick did not say anything aloud, he did so mentally. And what he said was:
“The presence of this girl is another of the threads of this mystery!”
Meanwhile he was not losing a word of what passed between the butler and the girl.
The former gasped:
“His daughter, you said?”
“Yes.”
“He had no daughter!”
“In that you are mistaken.”
“I am sure he had not.”
“I fancy he knew best, and I have a letter here from him to prove the relationship.”
“Will you let me see it?”
“No. Why should I? Please inform Mr. Field of my arrival; he is the one to determine whether I am or am not his daughter.”
“Don’t you know that——”
“Know what?”
“That Mr. Field is dead?”
“Dead!”
They could hear the rustle of a dress, as though the girl had shrunk back at the announcement.
“Yes, dead.”
“It cannot be.”
“It is true, nevertheless.”
“When did he die?”
“Last night.”
The girl was silent a moment, and then she was heard to exclaim:
“Oh! my poor father—lost as soon as found!”
Mentally, the detective said:
“She is playing her part most beautifully!”
The girl was in the act of leaving when the detective descended the stairs, saying:
“Please wait a minute, I would like a few words with this lady.”
Barnes would have gone down with him but Nick Carter waved him back.
The detective saw before him a beautiful young girl, not more than sixteen, dressed very plainly, but neatly, and looking every inch the lady.
So far as appearance went it was in her favor, but the detective had learned in a hard school not to trust in the slightest degree to appearances, and from the fact of this girl’s coming here to claim relationship on the morning following the murder of Mr. Field, he set her down as being one of the conspirators against that gentleman, and would continue so to look upon her until the contrary was proved.
Bowing to her very politely and thoroughly masking his real feelings, he said:
“Will you please step into the parlor, miss?”
Inclining her head she moved in the direction of the room indicated.
The detective followed her in.
When they were seated he purposely remained silent for some time. Were she guilty in the way he thought, the chances were greatly in favor of this silence embarrassing her and making her uneasy to a degree that would show.
In the course of a few minutes she did begin to show restiveness, but it was not of the kind to indicate any guilty knowledge, such as the detective was determined she would give evidence of.
She appeared to wait with all the patience possible until she became convinced that he would not open the conversation; and then she did so herself. She said:
“I believe you asked me to step into this room?”
“I did.”
“Will you please explain the nature of your business?”
“Do not be in a hurry. I heard you say to the butler that you were a daughter of Mr. Field?”
“I did say so.”
“On what do you base the claim?”
“A letter received from him.”
“You did not know of it before?”
“I did not.”
“Will you let me see this letter?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because, if Mr. Field is dead, the matter is settled so far as I am concerned. Even though his letter tells me I am his daughter, I shall not try to prove it so, now that he is not here.”
“Why not?”
“I do not choose to go into court and stand the fire of a lot of brutal ruffians who masquerade under the title of lawyers.”
Mentally, the detective said:
“That answer goes a good way toward proving her not innocent, since it shows that she has some familiarity with the interior of a courtroom.”
Aloud, he said:
“But, if you are his daughter, you have rights to maintain which you should not desert under any circumstances.”
“I am the best judge of that. I understand that Mr. Field was very wealthy, but if I choose to sacrifice that wealth it is my own concern.”
Nick was eying her keenly.
He did not know what to make of her.
It certainly did look suspicious to the last degree that she should put in an appearance with the claim of being the murdered man’s daughter on the morning following his death. But if she did not intend, and did not take advantage of the claim and endeavor to get the fortune, what was he to think?
The impulse of his heart was that the girl did not have any guilty knowledge of the singular crime, but he would not listen to its promptings when they were opposed to his reason.
He finally said to himself:
“Does she not speak this way for a purpose? Let me see. If she was really concerned in the affair would she not come here this morning so early to put in her claim? Of course. Pretending surprise at hearing of Mr. Field’s death, would it not be a good card for her to play to say, that under the circumstances she would not make any effort to prove her claim? Of course, again, for she would be aware that as the gentleman had no other heirs, one must be found, or let the property go to the State; at which juncture she would come forward again and step into possession with little if any opposition. According to this showing her purpose here this morning is only to show herself and put in a claim in due season, that she may have witnesses afterward.”
And thus concluding, his lips set themselves tightly together. Come what might, he no longer had any sympathy for the girl who was, and would continue in his eyes to be, an impostor endeavoring to profit by the crime committed against Mr. Field.
To further plans of his own, he thought it best to try to make the girl look upon him as a friend, and he kindly said:
“My dear, you are very young and perhaps not so well qualified to judge what is for your best interests as one who has upon him the weight of a greater number of years. If I can give you any advice you are at liberty to call upon me for it.”
“I thank you, but I do not believe that I am in need of advice. I have for so long been compelled to depend upon myself that I have grown accustomed to thinking and acting on my own judgment.”
“Very well. I do not wish to press my advice upon you and will say no more. Still, I think that you would be doing yourself a service to show the letter you say you received from Mr. Field.”
“Why so?”
“There are a number of reasons.”
“Name one.”
“Mr. Field having been murdered, the singular circumstance of your appearing here to claim relationship the next morning, may tend to throw suspicion on yourself as having had a part in it or having guilty knowledge of it.”
The girl’s face paled slightly.
In a voice that was a trifle unsteady, she said:
“That is absurd.”
“That may be, but facts are facts, and appearances are sometimes so strong that men have been hung on them.”
“I know nothing of his murder.”
“I do not suppose for a minute that you do; still, others may think differently.”
“Grant that they do, it does not concern me. They could not prove that I knew anything about the murder.”
“You cannot be so sure of that. Why, if you only knew it, I could offer evidence, based on this interview, that would be most damaging.”
“How so?”
“I might for one thing say that you displayed very little emotion on learning of Mr. Field’s death. It is natural to expect that a daughter would show some emotion on learning of a father’s death.”
“Yes, under ordinary circumstances. But it occurs to me that it would be very unnatural for me to grieve much over the death of a person of whom I have no recollection, and who stands confessed as having treated my mother with cruelty and injustice.”
The detective thought:
“She evidently knows something of the truth in regard to the parting between Mr. Field and his wife.”
Aloud, he said:
“You speak of your mother. Where is she now?”
“Alas! I do not know.”
“Do not know?”
“No.”
“Is she alive?”
“I cannot tell that. Yet I think she must be.”
“And in this city?”
“Yes.”
“When did you see her last?”
“Ten years ago.”
“What were the circumstances of your last seeing her?”
“She had been taken suddenly ill and was taken to a hospital.”
“Did you ever go there to see her?”
“Only once.”
“You saw her?”
“No.”
“How was that?”
“I was denied admission.”
“Did she die there?”
“No.”
“How did you learn this?”
“I paid a second visit to the place after a long lapse of time, and was told she had become well and been discharged.”
“She did not seek you out after being discharged?”
“She must have sought me, although she failed to find me, as I had for some time been away from the tenement in which we lived at the time she was taken ill.”
“You have never seen her, then, since the day she was taken to the hospital?”
“I have not.”
“Nor heard of her?”
“No.”
“Did she ever tell you anything about the fact of her marriage and parting from her husband?”
“No. The only thing that she ever said to me was one day when we were in Central Park and a handsome carriage went past. She said to me: ‘If you were enjoying your rights, my dear, you would be riding in that very carriage.’”
“She said nothing further?”
“She did not.”
“Did you question her?”
“I did, but she answered to the effect, that some day when I was old enough to appreciate the circumstances, she would tell me the story.”
The girl had answered every question without hesitation, and if she were lying, then she had concocted a clever story to cover every point and had committed it thoroughly to memory.
He now began to ask her some other questions, putting them to her in the most wily manner, and taking care to leave pitfalls for her to stumble into.
But she did not trip once.
And he afterward said to himself:
“Either this girl is innocent, or else she is the smartest woman I ever came across in all my life.”
If she was deceiving him she was doing it with an assumption of truthfulness that was artistic in the highest degree.
He could not but acknowledge that he had made nothing of her, and was about to give up the task of trying to do so when there was the sound of a step at the door.
Looking up he saw that it was Barnes.
He had barely noted the fact when he observed something else.
This was that both the girl and Barnes gave a start of recognition.
“Ha! They knew each other!” he exclaimed. “Now, then, what does this mean? Can it be that he has any part in this game?”
It may seem to the reader a little singular that the detective should even for a moment doubt a man whom he was supposed to know as well as Barnes.
But the detective’s experience had been such to make him suspicious of anyone, no matter whom, if the finger of dumb evidence pointed him out. He was a firm believer in evidence of this character, although he did not permit the belief to lead him into injustice.
Coming forward with a smile, Barnes said:
“How are you this morning, Miss Doane?”
At the same time he offered his hand.
Rising to meet him, she gracefully accepted the hand he proffered, and replied:
“I am very well, thank you. I had not expected to see you here.”
“Nor I you.”
Seating herself again, she said:
“Were you a friend of Mr. Field’s?”
“I was.”
“I am informed that last night he was murdered.”
“Such is the truth as near as we can judge.”
Barnes then uttered a low cry of surprise. It had just occurred to him that this was the girl who had claimed to be Mr. Field’s daughter.
The detective guessed what was in his mind, and he was silent while he watched these two closely.
After a brief space, Barnes said:
“It was you who rang a short while ago?”
“It was.”
“I was at the head of the stairs and heard what you said to the butler. You received a letter from Mr. Field?”
“I did.”
“Saying that you were his daughter?”
“Yes.”
“Will you not let me see that letter?”
“For what reason?”
“It may have a bearing, that we do not now see, on this case.”
The girl hesitated.
Barnes urged her:
“Surely, Miss Doane, you can have no doubt of my friendship?”
“None.”
As she gave this reply her head drooped and a flush came into her face.
“Then let me see it.”
“I will do so.”
Saying this, she took a letter from her pocket and handed it to him.
Thanking her for her confidence in him, Barnes took the letter and opened it.
When he read it the detective came forward, and quietly said:
“Well, what do you make of it?”
The reply was:
“It is exactly like every communication made by Mr. Field—clear, concise and businesslike, going directly to the point.”
“Did Mr. Field write it?”
“He did.”
“You recognize the writing?”
“I do.”
“Would you swear to it?”
“I would willingly do so.”
“You have had some knowledge of his writing?”
“I have. I have received many communications from him, know his writing well and am sure that he wrote this.”
“What does the letter say?”
“You can read it for yourself.”
Barnes handed him the letter.
It read:
“MY DEAR CHILD: A few hours ago I learned of your existence, and in seeking to make reparation for the wrong done you years ago do not waste any time in cold formality, but at once sit down to make my confession, ask your forgiveness, and offer you the home that should have been yours these many years past.
“That your mother is not with you I know, but whether because she is dead is knowledge not in my possession. If she has told you the history of her past, then you will understand and be able to read between the lines of the few words that I shall transmit to paper; if she has not told you of it, then I will do so fully when we meet. I would come to you personally, only I feel that I have so deeply wronged you that I have not the right to come into your presence until you shall know all the circumstances and accord me that privilege.
“In a fit of jealous rage, without foundation in reason, I drove your mother from me, and she took you with her. I wronged her cruelly, I confess, and I would not blame either you or her if I am denied forgiveness, and yet I cannot but feel that I am entitled to it, for if ever man repented an action I have repented that one, and have for years been searching for you both that I might be able to repair in part the harm I brought on you.
“If you feel that you can forgive me, come to me at my house and permit me to devote the remainder of my life to you.
“Your distressed father,
“HILTON FIELD.”
When the detective had read it through, he said:
“Have you any other letter written by Mr. Field?”
“I have.”
“With you?”
“Yes.”
“Will you let me see it?”
“Certainly.”
Barnes felt in his pocket and presently produced a letter that had been written him to make inquiry in regard to some matter that he had been attending to for Mr. Field.
Nick Carter scrutinized this closely.
“You know positively that Mr. Field wrote this?”
“I do.”
“Was Mr. Field a methodical man?”
“He was.”
“Where did he usually do his writing?”
“In his library upstairs.”
“At the desk there?”
“Yes.”
“I should imagine that he was very particular in regard to the kind of a pen he used.”
Barnes turned on the detective a look of astonishment.
“Heavens! to hear you speak one would think you had known the man. If I had not seen this day some very remarkable things done and proved by you, I should certainly believe that you were helped by some supernatural agency.”
Nick smiled, and said:
“All of which I may take as verifying what I said about his being a very particular man about his pens.”
“You may so take it. Nothing would make him so cranky as to find that anybody had made use of his pens.”
“He used a quill pen, I take it?”
“He did.”
“Did you ever know of his using a steel one?”
“No. He would not have one around.”
“You don’t think, then, that a search would show one in his desk?”
“I would be willing to stake my life on it. I am so sure in the matter because one night not long since I wanted to do a little writing at his direction, and asked him if he had a steel pen, as I could not make out very well with his quills.”
“He said he did not have any?”
“Precisely. He said further that he had not had one in his possession in over ten years.”
The detective then quietly said:
“That puts me in possession of a good point.”
“How so?”
“I am not prepared to say just now. As to this young lady, you appear to know her?”
“I do.”
“You know where she lives so that she may be found in case she is wanted at any time?”
“I do.”
“That is well.”
Barnes hesitated a minute, and then said:
“Might it not be as well for you also to know her future address?”
“It would do no harm.”
“Then it will be here!”
The detective turned quietly, and softly ejaculated:
“Ah!”
“Certainly. In the face of such evidence as this letter of Mr. Field’s she must remain here. I will attend to it and see that she is introduced to the servants as their new mistress.”
“Well, as you please about that,” returned Nick, “it is none of my business.”
The girl interposed:
“Mr. Barnes, I do not wish to remain here. The money is nothing to me; I have so long taken care of myself that I should be positively unhappy, I believe, if I should make the attempt of playing lady.”
“But you have a duty in the matter. You must remain here and occupy the position to which you are entitled.”
“I will think of it.”
“Think of it? Good heavens, does it require a minute’s reflection to settle the matter in your mind?”
“It does.”
“I will not listen to your going away from here now.”
The girl said:
“Mr. Barnes, I would take your advice in preference to that of anybody else, but I cannot fail to see that, no matter how strong the evidence, in the absence of a living recognition by Mr. Field, I should be thought to be an impostor.”
“Nonsense! That letter is as good proof as human being could ask for.”
And then, turning to the detective, he asked:
“Doesn’t that letter settle the matter?”
For reply, the detective simply said:
“Yes.”
Mentally, he added:
“Yes, it does settle the matter, although not in the way that Barnes thinks it does. I must make some excuse for retaining possession of this forged letter.”
CHAPTER XIX.
PROVING THE LETTER.
Satisfied that the urging of Barnes would result in Miss Doane’s remaining in the house, the detective went upstairs and into the library.
The two left behind were too much engrossed to remember that the detective had possession of the letter.
Arrived in the library he at once went to the desk and opening it, began to look around.
He first took out the ink bottle and carried it to the better light near the window. It was a jet-black ink of heavy consistency, showing that a considerable quantity of gum arabic had been used in its manufacture.
Finding a piece of paper on which Mr. Field had begun a letter, only to afterward cast it aside, the detective wet the writing with a drop or two of water.
At the same time he put a couple of drops on the writing of the letter received by the girl downstairs.
The ink known to have been used by Mr. Field soon began to spread, as the water softened up the portion of the gum that had dried. But, on the ink of this other letter, it had no effect whatever, showing the absence of gum.
To himself he said:
“This little test shows absolutely that these two inks are not the same. Now, then, this letter to Barnes was written only two days ago and this one to the girl is supposed to have been penned yesterday. It is hardly likely that in this interim of a day Mr. Field changed his ink. Still, as it is possible, I must inquire into the matter. It is about what I expected, and if I fail to find steel pens around his desk, I will have a clear bill.”
The most careful search of the desk failed to bring to light anything in the shape of a steel pen.
When thoroughly satisfied that there were none, the detective smiled grimly, and said:
“This proves the letter absolutely to be a forgery. It is in the writing of Mr. Field, or at least his penmanship has been so cleverly imitated as to deceive the best experts, so far as the strokes are concerned, but the villain who is so deft with the pen did not know that Mr. Field never used anything save a quill. If he had known it he would not have written this letter with a steel pen!”
This was an absolute fact.
The letter brought by the girl had been written with a steel pen, an article that, as shown by the evidence, Mr. Field never used and had a great antipathy for.
Further, the ink in Mr. Field’s bottle was a black ink containing a great deal of “body,” or gum, while this ink with which the letter was written was a thin black ink made by an acid process.
Hence, it stood proved that the letter was a forgery.
And, if the letter was a forgery, what about the girl?
Nick Carter’s opinion, an offhand one, without any evidence either one way or the other, was that she was an impostor, and in some way connected with the crime.
Yet he hated very much to think of the girl in this way, for she certainly looked, and spoke, and acted like an honest, upright young woman.
Still, up to the present moment hard, stern, cruel facts pointed at her with unwavering finger.
One thing that he decided on before descending the stairs was that he could not any longer take Barnes into his confidence, and especially where the girl was concerned, for it was evident with half an eye that he had some great interest in her.
On going downstairs he found them together in the parlor, and Barnes had so far prevailed on the girl that she had taken off her hat and wraps.
Looking up, and giving the detective a bright glance, Barnes said:
“After a great deal of hard persuasion, I have induced Miss Doane, as I have known her, to remain. She is very much afraid she is not doing right.”
Smiling, the detective rejoined, aloud:
“She is doing perfectly right. So far as I am concerned, I am pleased to see her remain here.”
Under his breath, he added:
“It’s the truth I utter when I say I am glad to see her remain here, for I want to know exactly where to find her should I want to put my hand on her.”
The girl’s face brightened as she listened to the words uttered by the detective. She at once left her seat, and coming forward, laid one hand on his arm, looked up into his face, and said:
“I am glad to hear you commend my doing so, after hearing me say that I would not do this very thing, as indeed I would not had not I met Mr. Barnes so unexpectedly.”
“You should not be surprised that anyone commended a resolution to stand up for your rights. As you are aware, I suggested the same thing to Mr. Barnes.”
“Yes, I remember.”
She gave him a bright smile as she said this, and then added:
“Mr. Barnes has told me about you!”
“Has he?”
“Yes.”
“Did he paint me very black?”
“On the contrary, he painted you in glowing colors, as a man of great ability.”
“Did he?”
“Yes. And he said that you were a detective come here to try and solve the mystery surrounding the death or disappearance of Mr. Field—my father. It comes very hard,” in an apologetic tone, “to think of him as being such.”
“Yes, I am here for that purpose.”
“I hope you will find the murderers; from the bottom of my heart I hope so.”
To this Nick answered:
“Your earnest desire to have them captured is creditable to both your heart and your head.”
These words appeared to please the girl, who said:
“Thank you for saying so. I had feared you might have considered me something of a barbarian, from the way I answered you a while ago. And yet, I spoke the truth, as you must know.”
“So I do. As a matter of fact, it would be a little singular if you showed much grief over the death of a man you never saw.”
“Besides which, you must remember that I have always in my mind’s eye the fact that mother was forced to suffer through the insane jealousy of my father.”
“True again.”
“Had I come in contact with him for a time, that feeling might have eventually been changed, but at the present I cannot think of him without coupling my mother’s wrong with it.”
The detective bowed.
Presently remarking something to the effect that he did not have any time to waste, he asked Barnes to step aside with him for a minute.
They went into another room.
Being here, Barnes at once said:
“From your manner I am convinced that you have found some clew to the mystery. Am I not right?”
“In part only.”
“But you have found something in the nature of a clew?”
“Yes.”
“What does it point to?”
“I am not prepared to say just now. What I want to see you about is to ask some questions in regard to the girl in yonder room.”
“Ah!”
A reserve at once became noticeable in Barnes’ tone.
“What about her?”
The detective pretended not to notice anything unusual in the other’s tone, and quietly said:
“I want to know what you can tell me about her in a general way.”
“Is this because you would in any way try to connect her with this case?”
“Let future events determine that. At present I do not specifically suspect anybody. For instance, I would like to know how it is that you chance to be acquainted with her.”
“I cannot help saying to you that I consider this as a trifle personal.”
“Just as you please,” in a calm tone. “You can answer or not as you think best. The information I want can easily be obtained from other sources.”
“Tell me frankly if you have any idea that she is in anywise connected with this mystery.”
“I am not saying anything about it just now.”
“Your answer is almost equivalent to saying that you do suspect her, which, being the case, I wish to say that I will stake my very existence on it that she is all that a good, pure and honest woman should be.”
“Ah!”
Nick Carter opened his eyes a trifle.
Barnes colored under the scrutiny to which he found himself subjected.
“You are a very warm friend of this girl?”
“I am.”
“You might even be said to be her champion.”
“Yes. I should be proud to bear the title.”
“Will you answer my question?”
“I will do so since you make a point of it, until you reach a certain limit.”
“Name it.”
“It will be when your questions tend to an attempt to say that she has any knowledge of this horrible affair.”
“Very well, I accept the conditions. You met her when and where?”
“I met her in a store two years ago.”
“How frequently have you seen her in the meantime?”
“At first very often, but latterly only once in a great while.”
“You ceased, then, to be as good friends as formerly?”
“No.”
“How do you explain not seeing her as much, if that be so?”
Barnes hesitated a minute before replying, and then he slowly said:
“While I do not see how my private affairs can in anywise be mixed up in the death of Mr. Field, nor see how telling the same to you is going to help elucidate the mystery, still I have seen so much of your astuteness to-day that I will throw aside all reserve in the matter and tell you the whole truth. My acquaintance with Miss Doane was of so agreeable a nature that I fell in love with her, although she was ignorant of the character of my visits until I openly declared them. She then promptly, but kindly, refused me, while at the same time assuring me that she valued me highly as a friend, and trusted that she might not lose my friendship through her refusal of my hand.”
“I begin to understand. After that time you did not feel like going to see her so often?”
“No.”
“Still, you occasionally called on her?”
“Yes.”
“For what reason did she refuse you?”
“That is a hard question to answer, seeing that I do not know all the lady’s thoughts.”
Taking another tack, the detective said:
“There might have been another lover in the case of whom she thought more of than yourself.”
Barnes shook his head.
“It may have been the case, although I am inclined to doubt it. I never saw a man call on her, and never heard her speak of any save one.”
“Who was he?”
“I don’t know, as I never saw him.”
“But did she not mention his name?”
“Yes, I believe she did.”
“Do you remember what it was?”
After a moment’s reflection Barnes said:
“If I recall it correctly it was Demas Lorton.”
The detective’s lips compressed.
“You are pretty positive that this was the name?”
“Quite so.”
“You say you never saw this man?”
“I have not.”
“Perhaps she may have had a picture of him in her abode?”
“She did not.”
“You know this for a certainty?”
“I do.”
“How is it?”
“Why, it so chanced that one day when she was speaking of him I inquired if she did not have a picture of him. She said that she had not, and that he would never have one taken.”
“Do you know how it came about that she knew him?”
“Yes.”
“Will you repeat what she told you?”
“There is not much to tell. He met her at a time when she was in difficulty, and was very kind to her. She always thought a great deal of him.”
“What was the nature of the feeling she entertained for him—gratitude or love?”
At that Barnes gave a start.
He was not in the slightest degree of a jealous character, and when refused by Miss Doane he had not in any wise attributed his rejection to a love entertained by her for this man. But, now that the idea was suggested by the detective’s words, he recalled many things that she had said of him, recalled that when speaking of him her eyes had grown luminous, recalled and looked upon in a new light a thousand things that at the time had produced on him little, if any, impression.
In a lowered voice, he said:
“To answer that question with any degree of accuracy would be impossible. At the time I certainly thought she entertained for him no stronger feeling than gratitude, although at this minute I cannot be so sure of it.”
“The chances are, however, that she does entertain for him the stronger feeling of the two. Does not your common sense tell you this is true?”
“It does—and Heaven knows how much against my will.”
The detective paused on the point of saying something to Barnes.
“I guess it will be as well not to say anything, for nine chances out of ten he would give the thing away in his manner, and defeat the object I have in view. It will be as well to let him go on for a couple of days longer thinking of her as a good, true, pure woman, instead of being in all probability the wife of one of the worst scoundrels now unhung,” Nick soliloquized.
The name of Demas Lorton meant something more to the detective than it did to Barnes.
He was on the point of departing when Barnes said something to him about the letters.
“With your permission I should like to retain possession of them temporarily. But first, I would like you to put on them some private mark so that you would be able to swear to them in case it becomes necessary.”
“You will be very careful of the letter to Miss Doane?”
“Certainly.”
“I should hate to have it lost.”
In pursuance of the detective’s desire, he put a private mark on each of the letters, and then they were carefully placed in the detective’s pocket.
Thanking him, Nick Carter left the house.
He went by the back way, and having got downstairs he began looking about him as he went. Finally he appeared to see what he wanted and took possession of it.
It was a scrap of paper, and on it were some drops of blood.
There was a peculiar smile on his face as he put this in his pocket, and through his mind this thought was running:
“I would like to be as sure of getting ten thousand dollars as I am that the verdict of the microscope will be—not human blood!”
CHAPTER XX.
AT THE CHEMIST’S.
Nick Carter went downtown.
He turned his steps toward the East Side after leaving the cars, and finally ran up the steps of a house.
In response to his ring a servant came to the door, of whom he inquired:
“Is the professor in?”
“I don’t know, sir. If you will step into the hall, and give me your name, I will go and see.”
The detective entered the hall, then said:
“Now, please be kind enough to tell me positively if the professor is in?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do.”
“I say I don’t.”
“And I know better. If he is in I promise you he will see me, while if he is out I will not waste my time waiting for your red tape.”
The servant was rather taken aback by this plain talk, and for a moment hardly knew what to say.
Then the half-laughing reply was made:
“While I cannot say positively, I think he is.”
“Are you not quite sure that he is?”
“Yes.”
“Very well. Now, go ahead and don’t waste any time, for I have none to spare.”
The servant departed, and soon returning, escorted Nick into the professor’s office.
The person alluded to as the professor was one of New York’s most celebrated chemists.
He came forward, with a smile, to meet Nick Carter, explaining heartily:
“Glad to see you, Carter. It is all of two months since I have set eyes on you.”
“So am I glad to see you! Yet I would not be here if it were not that business made it necessary.”
“Business, eh?”
“Yes.”
“You are the greatest fellow to have your hands full of business I ever saw. Well, what is it this time?”
“I’ve got something here that I want you to look at.”
“Let’s see it.”
Nick took out the paper that was spotted with blood.
This he quietly handed to the professor, saying:
“Take a look at that through the microscope.”
“Blood? What do you want to know?”
“I want to know if you can say positively what animal’s blood that is?”
“Animal’s blood?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t suspect it of being human blood?”
“I am not saying anything about that.”
“I see. Your idea is to set a trap for me. Well, let’s see if you can catch me.”
Laughing softly as though he had heard a good joke the chemist took out a microscope and put the blood-spotted paper under its powerful lens.
As he spent only a comparatively few minutes in scrutinizing the spots of blood, it was fair to presume that their characteristics were so distinctly defined as to give him little trouble in determining from what animal they had come.
Nick Carter had watched him throughout, and a grim smile flickered about his lips as he saw the look of certainty and satisfaction that came over the professor’s face.
When the latter finally looked up, the detective inquiringly, said:
“Well?”
The professor laughed softly, then said:
“If your purpose here is to try me and see if you can trip me up, I’ll tell you what I will do.”
“What?”
“I’ll make you a wager of a box of good cigars that I am able to tell you the first time what blood this is.”
“I am not here to try you, but to ascertain through you what this blood came from.”
“Is that true?”
“Yes.”
“And you do not know whence this blood came?”
To acknowledge entire ignorance would not be politic, so Nick said:
“I am not prepared to answer that question further than to say that I may have well-founded suspicions.”
“Do you think that it is a goat’s blood?”
“You may as well tell me what your own opinion is, or you will not get anything out of me.”
“Well, that blood came from—a chicken.”
“You are sure of that?”
“I am.”
“Would you swear to it?”
“With great willingness.”
“How can you be so positive?”
“Easily enough. The red corpuscles in the blood are different in everything that lives and breathes, and as a rule this difference is so great that there can be no mistake between corpuscles of man and beast, or between any two beasts. As between human blood and that of fowls the difference is very distinct, so in this case there can by no possibility be a doubt. Singularly enough the closest approach to similarity is between the red corpuscles of a human being and the hog.”
“Will you now kindly seal up that piece of paper and preserve it for use in case of necessity?”
“I will.”
The blood-spotted paper was inclosed in a stout wrapper and then fastened with sealing wax, the latter being impressed with a seal belonging to the professor and another that the detective improvised on the moment, but which he could swear to.
This last was necessary, as if it should ever get into court the paper would have to be sworn to as being the one examined this day. Had it borne only one seal, it is evident that the wrapper might be opened and a substitution made.
A double seal, of which each possessed one, made it equally evident that the wrapper could not be tampered with.
On leaving the professor’s, Nick Carter went to his office.
His assistant, Chick, was there. Nick knew his aide had recently been doing some shadowing on the East Side, and, after greeting him, he said:
“Chick, you have been piping on the East Side of late?”
“I have.”
“Whom have you run across recently in the cracksman line?”
A number of names were mentioned, but not the one Nick wanted to hear.
He then questioned:
“Did you see Dick Maxwell on your rounds?”
“No.”
“Nor Sandy Pete?”
“No.”
“Nor Jim Noonan?”
“I did not.”
“How about Demas Lorton? Did you see him?”
“No. But it so chanced that I heard of him only last night.”
“What about him?”
“Nothing special. I only heard a couple of chaps speaking of him and wondering what had become of him. It is said that he has not been seen around the city for a month or more.”
“Did the men who said this know who you were?”
“No. Why?”
“I didn’t know but that they had known you and were saying it for a blind.”
“I am sure that is not the case.”
“You are under the impression that they spoke what they believed to be true?”
“Decidedly. Do you want to know anything special about Lorton?”
“Only whether he was in the city. I don’t even suspect the man, but I wanted to learn who in his class are around. By the way, did you ever know much about him?”
“Yes, considerable.”
“Was he married?”
“As to his being married I can’t say, but he used to live with a woman who passed as his wife.”
“Lived with her?”
“Yes.”
“They had rooms together?”
“No, not exactly. That question brings up things more clearly in my mind. The woman who passed as his wife was seen with him quite frequently, although she did not live with him regularly, and I am under the impression she was employed somewhere in a store.”
“You are not positive about that?”
“No. Yet I think it is so, for I made some investigation at the time, thinking it possible that this woman was in the store for the purpose of ‘laying the pipes’ for a job, and I wanted to be posted and ready for a pounce on them in case there was a burglary.”
“I suppose you saw this girl?”
“I did.”
“Do you recall what she looked like?”
“Yes.”
“How old was she?”
“She was very young, not a day over sixteen, and very much of a lady in appearance.”
“Innocent looking, eh?”
“Yes.”
“Handsome?”
“As a picture.”
“Dressed modestly?”
“She did, almost to shabbiness, although I thought that was due to Demas being down on his luck.”
“Brown hair?”
“Yes.”
“Eyes to match?”
“Correct! You must have seen the girl yourself.”
Without paying any attention, Nick Carter went on:
“A small, slender figure?”
“Yes.”
“A ripe, full mouth?”
“That suits her!”
“A soft and winning way of looking up at you when she speaks?”
“Even so! She was as well calculated for the ‘siren’ business as any woman I ever saw.”
“Do you remember what name she answered to?”
“Yes. She was called Helen by Lorton.”
Nick smiled, grimly.
This girl at Mr. Field’s house bore that name; Helen Doane she called herself.
And the description of this other Helen, who had passed as the wife of Demas Lorton, suited her in every particular!
From the detective’s standpoint the sequence was plain.
Helen Lorton and Helen Doane were apparently one and the same person.
The girl who played so innocent, and who had taken the stand of not wishing to remain and claim her place as Mr. Field’s daughter, for fear that somebody might think her claim a fraudulent one, was merely a very clever actress, and a decidedly dangerous woman, who ought to be shut up as speedily as possible for the welfare of the community at large.
Thanking Chick for his information, Nick left his office much pleased with the result of his investigations thus far.
His reflections ran in this channel:
“It is a fortunate thing that Barnes happened to remember Lorton’s name, as it gave me possession of a most valuable clew. As to Lorton’s being out of the city I think it is all bosh! Of course, he would try to keep shady if he was working a game, so it is rather to be expected than otherwise that even his boon companions should not know that he was here. I consider it dead sure that Lorton has a hand in this mysterious affair, and I must try to-night to locate him in some of his old haunts.”
On his way uptown to the house where this mystery had been evolved, he went over what he had discovered, in doing which he was constantly seeking for some new light in which to view what he had learned thus far.
He mused thus:
“The part Miss Doane is playing in the game would appear to indicate that somebody who is familiar with Mr. Field’s family history was seeking to play upon it to gain possession of his property. Knowing that he could not be deceived into accepting this girl as his daughter, it was decided that he should die, leaving behind him the apparently good evidence of this letter, which, under ordinary circumstances, would have accomplished the result aimed at. In carrying out this scheme Mr. Field would, however, have been killed, and his body left behind to establish the fact of his death, for they must know that as long as there is any uncertainty about the matter they would be kept out of possession of the property. This feature of the case puzzles me sadly, and the fact of the disappearance of the body almost upsets the theory, since I cannot but know that villains never take any steps to interfere with their plans.
“Yet no other reasonable conclusion is left me in face of the letter, and the girl’s turning up so promptly the morning after he is no longer able to deny her claim to kinship.
“Another puzzling thing is why they should seek to give the impression that Mr. Field’s body was taken away by water, sufficient blood being dropped on the way with the evident purpose of creating the belief that he was dead or bleeding to death rapidly. If it were not so wild I should be inclined to believe that there are two schemes on foot in relation to Mr. Field, the crossing and conflicting of which has caused this mixed-up condition of affairs.
“Yet this may prove to be the true solution of the matter. One thing is certain—I shall not be in as deep ignorance in regard to the case in a week from now as I am to-day. And here is the house. Now to see if there have been any new developments since I left.”
CHAPTER XXI.
NEW DEVELOPMENTS.
Entering the house Nick Carter found Barnes still there.
The latter greeted him with:
“Well, did you learn anything in your trip downtown?”
“Something that may ultimately prove to have bearing on the matter. How has it been here?”
“In what respect?”
“Anything new?”
“There has been a new development.”
“Ah! What is it?”
“It seems that, after all, the motive was primarily robbery.”
“So?”
“Yes.”
“Something has been missing, then?”
“There has.”
“What is it?”
“A portion of the silver.”
“But not all of it?”
“No, only the most portable pieces of it.”
“Who made the discovery?”
“The housekeeper.”
“She takes charge of the silver, then?”
“Yes, or rather that portion of it in ordinary use. The remainder of it was under the care of Mr. Field personally, who retained the key to the safe in which it is kept.”
“Where is the key of that safe now?”
“I don’t know.”
“Has it been searched for?”
“It has, within the last half an hour.”
“Then it is not known if that safe has been robbed?”
“It is not.”
“Where is this safe?”
“In a small room back of the dining room.”
Barnes led the way thither.
Reaching the room the detective inquired:
“Who has recently been in this room?”
“Nobody but myself and the housekeeper.”
Looking sharply and swiftly about him the detective was only the fraction of a minute in arriving at a conclusion.
He said:
“That safe has not been tampered with.”
Giving him a surprised look, Barnes exclaimed:
“This is wonderful!”
“What is wonderful?”
“Why, that you can come into this room and after one glance can say positively that this safe has not been tampered with.”
“There is nothing wonderful about it.”
“It appears so to me.”
“That is because you do not look below the surface. Can you see any evidence of tools being used on the safe?”
“No.”
“But, had it been forced, such marks would inevitably be seen?”
“Yes.”
“Then it was not forced?”
“Of course not. However, it was not my idea that it had been entered that way. I took it that they might have found the key on Mr. Field and helped themselves.”
The detective quietly said:
“They were not even in this room, so they could not well have opened the safe.”
“How can you know that?”
“Easy enough. The feet of the persons were muddy, as was shown by the marks and dirt left upon the carpet of the rooms upstairs. In this room is no trace of anything of the kind.”
Barnes exclaimed:
“Now that you bring it to mind, it is as clear as day! Do you know one thing?”
“No.”
“I should hate to have committed a crime and know that you were on my track.”
Nick smiled.
“You are not the only person who entertains that idea! More than one criminal would prefer to hear that the Evil One himself was pursuing him than that I was. But where is the housekeeper?”
“Downstairs.”
“I want to see her.”
A few minutes later he had an interview with the woman.
Whatever his suspicions as regarded other members of Mr. Field’s household, this woman he believed to be perfectly innocent. That she had been devoted to her master’s service he felt no particle of doubt.
He had seen her before, when he questioned all the servants.
She it was who had been the one to discover that there were strangers in the house, which incident had made it necessary in the estimation of the criminals that all the servants should be bound.
She had been in the service of Mr. Field ever since he and his bride had returned from their wedding tour, now more than eighteen years ago.
She had been in his service when the little daughter was born to them, and had also been here when the outraged wife had resented the cruel insinuations of her husband and had left him, taking their child with her.
She explained how it had chanced that she had discovered the taking of the silver so long after making what had been thought to be a thorough search.
Feeling that he could trust her, the detective inquired:
“Do you consider all the servants as being above suspicion?”
“I do.”
“Without exception?”
“Yes.”
“How about Timon?”
“He is not for an instant to be suspected of doing anything that would lead to the hurting of a hair of Mr. Field’s head. He was just devoted to him.”
While the detective was at heart glad to thus have the character of a fellow-being sustained, he yet was greatly dissatisfied on hearing so positive a reply, for it tended anew to upset theories built up as being the only ones tenable.
Masking his real feelings in the case, he took another tack, and said:
“Mr. Field was married, they tell me?”
“He was.”
“You knew his wife?”
“I did.”
“She was a lady?”
“In every sense of the word, sir.”
“Mr. Field used her badly?”
“He did, sir, in a way. But he never struck her or did anything bad in that way.”
“They had a child?”
“Yes, sir. It was a little girl, and they called her Helen, after Mr. Field’s mother, who died only a little while before, and of whom he thought a sight.”
“Whatever became of the mother and child?”
“That is what Mr. Field would have given all he was worth afterward to have found out. He had detectives at work, but they could never seem to find anything of them.”
Watching her very sharply, although his eyes were to all appearance buried under their lashes, the detective said:
“There is a girl in the house, I believe?”
“There is.”
“Have you seen her?”
“I have.”
“Did you ever see her before?”
“No, sir; unless——”
“Unless what?”
“Why, sir, I have been wondering who the girl is, and why Mr. Barnes didn’t tell us something about her, for she is the living image of Mrs. Field!”
Nick Carter gave a start.
Had everybody combined in a league against him?
It almost seemed so. Here was the housekeeper testifying to a remarkable resemblance between this girl and Mrs. Field, just as he was firmly settled in the conclusion that she was a rank impostor.
He said, sharply:
“You must be mistaken!”
“I am not. I never saw a resemblance more strongly marked than this girl bears to Mrs. Field as I remember her.”
“What has been said to you about this girl?”
“Nothing.”
“You are sure?”
“I am.”
“Not even one word?”
With a different inflection, she repeated:
“Not even one word!”
“Has it not been suggested to your mind that this girl is the child who went away with Mrs. Field?”
“It has not, even by a look.”
Nick bit his lip.
As fast as he built one thing it was knocked down by something else.
But, come what might, the letter purporting to come from Mr. Field, and shown by this girl, was a forgery!
This fact there was no gainsaying.
The points of difference were too distinctly defined to admit of the slightest question.
It was written with different ink!
A steel pen had been used!
The test applied to the ink proved that part of it. And while a quill pen always leaves a soft and wavy edge to the lines it produces, a steel one makes a line that is clear-cut, distinct and sharply defined. The difference between the two was so great that it was not possible to make a mistake.
Leaving the housekeeper, he sought Barnes again, and taking him so suddenly as to give him no time for preparation, he said:
“I understand that you have introduced Miss Doane as the daughter of Mr. Field!”
Without a particle of hesitation, Barnes rejoined:
“It is not the case, for I have not said a word to anybody, and, I may say, have not so much as implied it by a look.”
“Not even to the housekeeper?”
“Not even to her. A funny circumstance, though, is that the minute she saw Miss Doane she gave a start and for a second or two I thought she was going to take her into her arms and hug her.”
Nick turned away.
He was far from being in good humor.
Each individual whom he questioned appeared to corroborate everything said by any other that was in opposition to the theories he had formed.
After a moment’s thought he decided to see Miss Doane, and he sent for her to come to the parlor.
When she had arrived he greeted her pleasantly.
“Miss Doane, I would like to ask you a few questions.”
“You are at liberty to do so.”
“I would like to know a little something further in regard to your past life.”
“Very well. I will answer anything that is not too personal in its character.”
“I will try to keep within the line. Where have you recently been residing?”
She unhesitatingly gave the address.
“How long have you been in this house?”
“Nearly two years.”
“Where did you live before that?”
As in the former instance, she gave the address without hesitation.
“Did you have any particular friends in either of these houses?”
“I did not. In all my life I never had half a dozen friends.”
“Were these mostly ladies?”
“Yes.”
“But were there not one or two gentlemen?”
“Only two whom I could call friends.”
“Who were these two?”
“One was Mr. Barnes.”
“And the other?”
“A gentleman by the name of Lorton.”
“What was his other name?”
“Demas.”
“Did you know him well?”
“Quite so.”
“How frequently did you see him?”
“Sometimes every month, but generally not oftener than once in two or three months.”
The prompt and apparently truthful way in which the girl was answering puzzled the detective anew.
If this was acting, then it was the finest that he had ever seen.
And were not the proof so strong the other way, he would have cast all suspicion to the winds, and said:
“This girl is what she seems, an honest, upright, high-principled girl!
“But the letter?
“What could be better than dumb evidence?”
The girl must be lying. But as long as she appeared willing to answer it might be as well to go on questioning her, using his judgment to sift out what was truth and what untruth.
So he asked:
“When did you last see this Mr. Lorton?”
“Just a month ago.”
“Did he say then when you might expect to see him again?”
“Yes.”
“Ah! When was it?”
“He said he was going away, to be gone a couple of months, and that he would come to see me as soon as he came back.”
“Do you know what business this Mr. Lorton was in?”
“Not exactly. He told me once that it was traveling, I think in connection with some patent right.”
“You said something this morning that induced the belief in my mind that you had been inside of a courtroom. Am I right?”
“You are.”
“What business could you have had to take you into a court of law?”
“There was a poor woman living in the house where I one time had a room, whose husband took part in a street fight. He was passing when a couple of men began to fight. He tried to separate them, and they set upon him for interfering, and then while he was defending himself a policeman came up, and arresting him, took him to the station house. The poor woman heard of it and was beside herself with grief, and as she was on a sick bed at the time, I lost a day to go to the court and try to get his freedom. And, sir, it made my blood boil, the way the judge mocked and laughed and jeered the poor wretches who were brought before him.”
As she said this her checks glowed with natural indignation.
Nick Carter could not say it was affected!
He left her presently, convinced against his reason that she was not the guilty thing he had painted her in his mind.
Cold-blooded judgment was against her! Dumb evidence pointed directly at her! But some finer sense told him it could not possibly be that this girl was guilty.
Leaving the house for the second time that day and going downtown, his ears were assailed by the cries of the newsboys, who were selling extra editions based on the strange crime—murder or abduction.
He went to the last place of residence given him by the girl.
Ringing the bell, he inquired for the landlady.
It was a cheap but respectable boarding house, suited to the means of a girl who was compelled to make her living standing behind the counter of a large dry-goods store.
The landlady presently entered, beaming all over.
Seeing in the stranger a prospective new boarder she greeted him with her very sweetest smile of welcome.
Nick Carter did not mean to leave her under the impression that he was seeking board.
Quickly disabusing her mind of this idea, he said:
“I came to see Miss Doane on a matter of business, but am informed that she is not in.”
This was the case, although not so reported by the servant.
He went on:
“I asked to see you, judging that perhaps you could tell me what I want to know and thus save me a second visit here.”
Like most landladies, this one had a weakness for talking, and the detective had taken her on a weak point. To be able to give some information, and be of importance in somebody’s eyes, if even for a few minutes, was sufficient to mollify the woman in face of the disappearance of prospective profits and less troublesome butchers and bakers.
She complacently arranged the folds of her dress and settled herself to be interrogated.
“Miss Doane has been with you some time?”
“She has.”
“How long?”
“Nearly or quite two years.”
“She is a very estimable young lady, I take it?”
“She is, indeed. I never want a nicer lady in my house, and I never before had one.”
“She is very circumspect in her relations with gentlemen?”
“She couldn’t be more so.”
“Did she ever have any gentlemen visitors?”
“Once in a very great while. There was one gentleman who came occasionally that I liked very much. He was tall and dark-complexioned, with a pair of excruciating side whiskers.”
The detective smiled to himself, as he recognized in this description Mr. Barnes.
“But he was not the only one?”
“No, there was another, and a very nice man he seemed to be. He never came as much as the first one I spoke about.”
“Can you describe him?”
“Yes. A tallish man, too, rather chunkily built, with a mustache and a goatee.”
That suited Demas Lorton, all but the goatee. This, however, might very easily have been false.
Returning to the charge, the detective inquired:
“Did Miss Doane often go out in the evening?”
“Seldom or never.”
“Do you remember an instance?”
“Only one, and then she went out with the side-whiskered chap.”
Nick was getting deeper into the mire.
The landlady certainly could have no interest in deceiving him, and if she told the truth, then this Helen Doane could not be the Helen Lorton who had so frequently been seen with Demas Lorton!
“But, perhaps this being seen with him so frequently had occurred prior to the time of her coming here to live,” he thought.
That would soon be ascertained.
He was about to rise to take his leave when the landlady said:
“I—I—beg pardon, but has—has—Miss Doane met with any good fortune?”
Turning a piercing look on her, Nick Carter asked:
“Why do you make that inquiry?”
“Oh! I’ve always had the idea that she was a lady born and quite out of her place in working in a store, and so I was not surprised when a genuine lady came this morning and inquired about her.”
“A lady here this morning, you say, asking for Miss Doane?”
“Yes.”
“What did she look like?”
To this question the woman rejoined:
“Did you ever see Miss Doane?”
“Yes.”
“Well, the lady who called is as much like her, only older, as though they were mother and daughter.”
Nick gave a start of surprise.
What did this mean?
To himself, Nick Carter said:
“I wonder if these complications will ever cease. Now, then, who can this other woman be?”
Aloud, he asked:
“What did you tell this lady?”
“I told her that Miss Doane was out.”
“What did she say?”
“She asked when she would be in.”
“What reply did you make?”
“I told her that Miss Doane had this morning gone somewhere else instead of to the store where she was employed, and that in consequence I could not say when she would be back.”
“Well?”
“She seemed thoughtful for a minute, and then left.”
“Did she say anything about calling again?”
“Yes.”
“What was it?”
“She said to ask Miss Doane to remain home to-morrow and that she would be here at noon to see her.”
“You said this lady was here this morning?”
“Yes.”
“What time was it?”
“I said this morning, but I suppose it was really in the afternoon, for lunch had been cleared away.”
“Was it two o’clock?”
“Just about.”
Thanking the woman for the information given him, and telling himself that he would be on hand to-morrow to meet this woman who had called on Miss Doane, he took his leave.
He went direct to the other place of residence, the address of which the girl had furnished him, but here as in the place he had just left he heard nothing but the best of character given Miss Doane. She had never gone out in the evening, was very circumspect and ladylike in all her actions, and had never received half a dozen visits from gentlemen during her stay there, and these had always been in the parlor and in the presence of other boarders.
“This beats the Dutch!” muttered the detective, as he left this place. “I don’t think it will pan out well to spend any further time in looking up the character of this girl. Everybody appears determined to speak well of her, and for the life of me I can’t attribute it to any gum game on her part, for each of these persons appears to speak from honest conviction.”
Walking briskly along, his footsteps now turned in the direction of his home, he mentally said:
“One of the next steps must be an attempt to find out something about Lorton.”
By this time the day was well spent.
CHAPTER XXII.
THE BIRTHMARK.
High noon was striking when Nick Carter entered Mr. Field’s palatial house the following day.
Stepping into the hall he met Barnes.
Offering him his hand, he said:
“Well, I left you here when I went away, and I find you here now. Have you slept here?”
With a laugh, the other replied:
“Not quite so bad as that. I have been here the greater part of the time, though.”
“Anything new turned up?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“A certain person has put in an appearance since last night.”
“Who is it?”
“A lady.”
“Her name?”
“Field.”
“Ha! What does your answer imply?”
“Can’t you guess?”
“Mrs. Field has returned?”
“She has!”
“Does she bring any substantial proof of her identity?”
“She brought no proof at all.”
“Ah! How do you know that it is she?”
“Because she was recognized.”
“By whom?”
“Several of the servants.”
“How did she come?”
“She came to the door and inquired for Miss Doane. She did not give her name or attempt in anyway to explain who she was, but the woman who saw her exclaimed: ‘You are my lady!’”
“What was her reply?”
“She said: ‘So you recognize me after all these years!’”
“What then?”
The other rejoined:
“Don’t you think it would be as well for you to see the lady yourself?”
And the detective said:
“I think it would. Suppose you send her to me.”
“Here?”
“Yes. Or no, let her come to the back parlor, which is more private.”
“Very; well.”
Nick Carter had been an inmate of the back parlor only a few minutes when the rustling of a dress told him of the approach of a lady.
Rising as she entered, he found himself facing a lady of most striking and graceful proportions, with queenly carriage. She was a person once seen, seldom forgotten, which fact, trivial as it was, had weight for him.
“Pray be seated!”
She uttered those words with the air and tone of one who had been accustomed to receiving and speaking with strangers.
Her self-possession could never have been obtained save by familiarity with the duties of a hostess.
As the detective accepted the invitation, she said:
“I believe you wished to see me?”
“I did and do.”
“Mr. Barnes informed me that you are the detective who is engaged in trying to solve the mystery of my husband’s death or disappearance?”
“I am.”
“You think it possible that I may help you?”
“Yes. You are Mr. Field’s wife?”
“I am.”
“You were separated from him years ago?”
“I was.”
“You took your child with you?”
“I did.”
“What became of that child?”
“I was taken ill and removed to a hospital in an unconscious condition. Hence I could give no directions as regarded my daughter.”
“Well?”
“When I recovered and was discharged from the hospital and went in quest of my child I could find nothing of her. On returning to the hospital afterward I learned that she had been there in search of me, but I lost all trace there, and never was able to discover anything of her until a couple of days ago.”
“Yet you were both in the city all the time?”
“Yes.”
“Isn’t it a trifle singular that you could not find her, and that you never met?”
“I suppose it is. And yet New York is a large place, and a person might live next door to a long lost friend and not know it.”
“True! But a detective might have solved the problem for you in a very short time, if you had been anxious to find your child.”
“I employed a detective.”
“Did you?”
“Yes.”
“And he could not find any trace of your child?”
“Apparently not.”
“Well, I don’t think much of him as a detective. But to business! You got on the track of your daughter a couple of days ago?”
“I did.”
“How?”
“I advertised for information in the personal columns of a daily paper, offering a reward.”
“Somebody gave you the information you wanted?”
“Yes. A girl who worked in the same store with Helen saw the personal and came and told me of her.”
“What did you do then?”
“I went yesterday to the place where I had learned she was boarding, to see if by any possibility this Helen Doane was my child.”
“Well?”
“I found she was out.”
The detective rejoined:
“And left word that you would return to-day at noon?”
Giving him a surprised look, the lady said:
“You know, it seems, of my visit there?”
“I do.”
“You were there after I was?”
“Yes.”
He was looking sharply but covertly at her, and she knew it.
Quietly, he now said:
“You came here last night, I am told?”
“I did.”
“And asked for Miss Doane?”
“I did.”
“If, when you left her boarding house at one or two o’clock, you did not know that she was here, how could you have come here and inquired for her with such perfect confidence as to the result?”
Looking him fairly in the face, the lady returned:
“I can see, sir, that you suspect me, or if you do not, at least you want every circumstance that seems at all strange explained to your satisfaction.”
“That is the truth.”
“Well, the explanation is easy. Instead of waiting until to-day to go back to her boarding house, I went there later in the afternoon. In the meantime she had returned with Mr. Barnes and had left word for me that she could be found here, on learning which I at once came to this place.”
“Had you then heard of what had befallen your husband?”
“I learned it while on my way here, from the columns of an afternoon paper that I bought in the car.”
“You found Miss Doane here?”
“I did.”
“And recognized her as your daughter?”
“Yes.”
“You would swear to her being your child?”
“I would.”
The woman spoke in the most decided way.
The detective said:
“There is no possibility that you could be mistaken?”
“None in the world.”
“Can this be proved in any way that you know of?”
“Yes, by a birthmark.”
“It was known to others besides yourself?”
“Yes.”
“To whom, then?”
“Mr. Field and all the servants who were at the tame in our service.”
All this was evidence of the most positive kind that Helen Doane was really the child of Mr. Field, and not, as he had firmly believed, an impostor. That this lady was Mrs. Field, the wife who had left her husband because of his jealousy, he had no doubt whatever.
But, was she not mistaken about Helen Doane?
Come what might, that letter brought by the girl to prove her kinship was a forgery!
That was a fact about which there could be no doubt.
And, as it was a forgery, did not her possession of it imply that she was a party in the guilty transaction?
It certainly was strong evidence.
As he sat there he asked himself if it was not possible that Helen was really the daughter and yet a schemer?
It was hardly reasonable that she should be, for as Mr. Field was only too desirous of finding wife or child, or both, there was no need of her doing anything underhanded if by coming to her father she could prove her identity by so excellent testimony as a birthmark of which he knew and with the appearance of which he could be presumed to be familiar.
The more Nick twisted the case, the more inexplicable it became.
Having thanked the lady, he took the trouble to see and speak with one of the servants, the same one with whom he had talked before and with whom he had been favorably impressed.
On asking her about the birthmark that the little Helen Field possessed, she said at once that she remembered it well.
“You know it so well that you could swear to it if you saw it again?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever seen it since the little Helen went away with her mother?”
“Never until last night.”
“You saw it then?”
“I did.”
“Under what circumstances?”
“I was present at the meeting of Mrs. Field and her child. The birthmark being spoken of, the young lady who came here as Miss Doane removed such portion of her clothing as was necessary to show that she possessed the mark.”
“There could be no mistake about this?”
“There could not be.”
“You would take an oath to it that Miss Helen Doane and Miss Helen Field are the same?”
“I would!”
“That is all.”
Nick Carter left the house then and went slowly downtown, wrapped in deep thought.
The clouds were growing thicker this morning, and this in spite of the fact that he felt himself near the solution of the mystery.
That Helen Doane was the daughter of Mr. Field it would appear insane to doubt in the face of a recognition by her mother and an old servant who had been with her from the time of her birth until the mother left with the child.
But the forged letter!
Could it be possible that she had received it as she said, and that she was an innocent holder of it, no matter what scheme might be back of it?
The detective said to himself at last:
“That is the only way of accounting for the thing, and yet who was to be benefited, and how, if the girl was proved to be Field’s daughter and placed in possession of the property? It could not be done without her sanction, hence she must have been a party in it.”
CHAPTER XXIII.
THE STOLEN SILVER.
The next step was to ascertain if Lorton had been to any of the well-known “fences” the night before, and if he had, to learn what he had sold.
If he could learn absolutely that Lorton was in the city something would be gained. And if it should prove that the goods he had disposed of included the silverware that had been taken from Mr. Field’s house, then he would have a good case, and it would only remain to get together evidence. As it stood now he not only had to find evidence, but also to make that evidence point to somebody.
With this purpose in view, then, he turned his steps in the direction of Gorse’s place, patronized as extensively by crooks as any in the city.
This man carried on business in a peculiar way, but one that was well calculated to meet with success in his trade.
What had originally been a single store had been divided by a partition into two parts. In one of these half-stores there was carried on what might by courtesy be termed a jewelry business, as the window contained old watches of little or no value and a quantity of worthless trinkets. This business was run under the name of a tool of Gorse’s, who had his name over the door of the other half-store as “Retailer of Wines, Liquors and Fine Cigars.”
A man entering the liquor store might be supposed to be doing so simply to obtain a drink, while under his coat would be concealed the proceeds of some burglary that he was about to dispose of.
The “fence” proper was located at the rear of the jewelry part of the premises, a door at the back of the saloon communicating with it.
Nick Carter so thoroughly disguised himself that he could not by any possibility be recognized, and then sauntered into the saloon.
Gorse himself was behind the bar.
Nodding to him, Nick said:
“I want to see the proprietor. Is he in?”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“The nature of your business.”
“It is important.”
“What might it be?”
“That is for him alone to know. From a description that was given me, I should judge that you were the man himself.”
“I ain’t.”
Nick Carter knew better than this. He was positive that this was Gorse, for he had seen him a number of times before, and he said:
“If you are Gorse, I’ve got something to say to you of the utmost importance. If you are not Gorse, then something will have to go by the board that you’ll be sorry for.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.”
And, turning around as though about to depart, he said:
“Good-day to you!”
Gorse, as he had expected, called to him to stop.
“Hold on a minute!”
Facing him, the detective said:
“Did you call me?”
“Yes.”
“What do you want?”
“I was going to say something.”
“What?”
“That, if your business is very important, Gorse might be found.”
“I told you before that it was important.”
“Who are you?”
“A friend.”
“Well, I am Gorse.”
“Are, eh? Well, that is just what I thought.”
“Now, then, what is your business?”
Nick Carter rejoined:
“It would be as well if we could have it a little private, instead of out here where we are likely to be interrupted by somebody coming in for a drink.”
“Good enough! I will call my bartender.”
This individual put in his appearance, after which Gorse said:
“Step into the back room.”
This was just what Nick wanted.
He desired to get into the room where the “loot” was examined and purchased, in the hopes that if what he was after had been purchased it would not yet have been removed from sight.
In this he was disappointed.
If Gorse had bought the stolen silver it had been taken to some other and less public place, as indeed was dictated by prudence to be the only proper course.
When they were both seated, Gorse said:
“Now, then, friend, I am ready to listen to what you have to tell me.”
The detective coughed and replied:
“There are conditions.”
“Conditions!”
“Yes.”
“I don’t take!”
“Don’t? That’s funny! I spoke plainly enough. There are certain conditions under which alone I can tell you a particular thing that may be of great consequence to you.”
“What are these conditions?”
“That you will truthfully answer me certain questions.”
Gorse’s teeth shut together with a snap, and he said:
“I don’t like the looks of this!”
“Why not?”
“If you have anything to tell me there can be no need of asking me any questions.”
“In that I know better than you do.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Let me tell you one thing!”
“Go ahead.”
“I will not answer a single question until I know who you are.”
“As you please about that.”
The detective’s coolness had the effect aimed at, which was to make the villain more desirous of hearing the communication the other had come to make. In addition to this, his curiosity was excited.
Biting his lip, the villain said:
“I mean it!”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Then I’ve got nothing to tell you.”
After a silence of several minutes’ duration, Gorse asked:
“Did you come here of your own accord?”
“No.”
“Ah! Who sent you?”
“That question I cannot answer until I know something of you?”
“In other words, I must answer your questions before you will answer mine?”
“That is it exactly.”
“You can at least tell me the circumstances under which you came here?”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“What are they?”
“They are simply these: A man who is a good friend of yours asked me if I would come and see you, and I said I would.”
“He wanted you to tell me something?”
“Yes.”
“But, under conditions?”
“Precisely.”
“Who is this friend?”
“One who has, I believe, warned you of danger before now.”
“Ha!”
The villain’s eyes glistened.
“Perhaps”—speaking in a slow tone—“he is connected with the police force?”
“It is possible.”
For some reason Gorse now appeared to be inspired with a confidence that had been lacking a few minutes before.
“What is it you were to ask me?”
“I want to know something about the customers you had last night.”
“What about them?”
“Who were they?”
“It would be necessary to show me that the danger was great before I would consent to give the boys away.”
“I don’t want you to give them away.”
“What do you want, then?”
“I want to know simply who was here last night.”
As Gorse did not seem likely to reply to the question, as thus put, Nick went at it in another way. He said:
“I’ll put it to you in this shape: Did you take in any silverware last night?”
Gorse gave the questioner a swift look of suspicion.
“What are you driving at?”
Calmly and in an offhand tone came the reply:
“As I have told you, it is optional with yourself whether or not you answer my questions.”
“Well, suppose that I admit having taken in some silverware?”
“Then the next question is: Who brought it?”
“That I won’t tell.”
The detective coolly said:
“In refusing to do which you make a grave mistake! Possibly you will tell me if it bears a certain mark?”
“A mark, you say?”
“Yes.”
The detective followed this answer by giving a description of the mark on Mr. Field’s silver.
Gorse promptly said:
“I never saw such silver as that!”
But, as Nick Carter was describing the mark, his face had worn a conscious look that did not escape the speaker’s keen eyes, and he said, mentally:
“The rascal is lying! He has seen that very silver if, indeed, it is not now in this very house.”
Aloud he said:
“Very well, then, you’re safe.”
“Safe?”
“Yes.”
“I say!”
“What is it?”
“You are talking to me in riddles.”
“I can’t help that. The circumstances under which I have come are peculiar. The person who sent me dared not come himself, nor send the customary messenger, and it would not do for it to appear that you had received warning of a certain thing since this information is in the possession of so few that, in case of any leak, it would not be hard to locate it.”
Gorse, it was plain to be seen, was not a little troubled by what had been said, although he said in a sneering way:
“All very nice, and told in about the style in which fortune tellers talk to their dupes, so that no matter what transpires the tale will cover.”
“Treat this so if you choose. As I have said, it is none of my affair. But, I know this, that freedom of speech on your part might save you some trouble.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“Then I may as well go.”
“So you had, for you can’t work any game on me.”
“That’s all right. Before I go, just to show you that I am not playing on you, let me say that it is known about certain silver coming here. And, further, the man who brought it is tricking you.”
“What! De——How do you know that?”
Nick quietly smiled.
“De——” Gorse had begun to utter the name of Demas Lorton, but remembering himself, had cut it short.
Nick Carter had practically gained what he wished to know.
He was quick to think and plan, and in less than a minute after this admission he said:
“See here, Gorse!”
“What now?”
“Demas Lorton brought certain pieces of silver to you last night. They must be gotten rid of.”
“So?”
“Yes.”
“For what reason?”
“The best in the world! And, what is more!”
“Well?”
“The melting pot will not answer!”
Gorse gave a start of surprise.
At last he was thoroughly aroused.
“What do you mean?”
“The melting pot will not hide the traces of that particular lot of silver! It is all part of a game; the silver was prepared for the job!”
“You mean that it was alloyed in a certain way?”
“I do.”
“I can destroy that!”
“You cannot. The fact of its impossibility is the reason why I was sent here.”
“Do you mean that I am to infer that Lorton is playing a double game?”
“I have nothing more to say, unless you admit that Lorton did bring such silver here last night.”
“Very well, I admit it. What, then?”
“I am instructed to give you certain advice.”
“Which is?”
“That you send him back the silver so that he gets it at nine o’clock to-night.”
“Why that particular time?”
“You will see afterward.”
Gorse was silent a minute, and then said:
“I laid out good money on that stuff.”
“Hang on to it, then, if you wish!”
“I don’t want to do so at any risk.”
“Then send it back!”
“I will do so.”
“So that he will receive it at the time I mentioned?”
“Yes.”
“Very well, I will so report to the person who sent me.”
“Who was that?”
“He said you would know that!”
“I don’t, though.”
“But you will before long, even though I do not tell you, as I shall not.”
“How, then, will I know?”
“He said that he would arrange to see you some time after ten to-night.”
The detective took his leave at this juncture. Gorse did not now in any way doubt the man, although he could not understand the necessity for all this mystery. If a certain person connected with the police department, who had before now given him warning of approaching danger, wished to warn him again, why could he not have done it in a way as openly as before?
Nick Carter had played a shrewd game, based on a supposition that Gorse had a friend in the department, which he had thought to be the case since it had never been possible to secure evidence that had been positively known to have been in his possession.
Nick might have disclosed his identity and forced Gorse to restore the silver to him. But, for him to have taken this step would have resulted in a widespread alarm that would certainly reach the ears of Lorton and thus defeat the main object he had in view.
He believed he had arranged the matter a great deal better, and it could not but prove so if Gorse did as he said he would, and sent the silver back to Lorton at nine that night.
Nick now hurried away to headquarters and was closeted for some little time with the chief.
The men he asked for were placed at his disposal. Then he proceeded to his office, and made arrangements with his two assistants, Chick and Patsy, to accompany him on what all knew would be a dangerous errand.
CHAPTER XXIV.
THE PLOT THAT FAILED.
It was half an hour in advance of the time when Gorse was, according to agreement, to return to Lorton the silver taken from Mr. Field’s house.
Deep in the shadow of a doorway near the entrance to the “fence’s” quarters stood the figure of a man. It was Nick Carter.
Around the corner, within signaling distance, were Chick and Patsy and six police officers.
Twenty minutes passed.
Suddenly the door of Gorse’s place opened and Gorse himself stepped out.
Nick drew back further into the doorway, but he kept his eye on the man, and noticed that he carried a large and what seemed to be a heavy bundle under his arm.
He passed quickly down the street, glancing furtively behind him from time to time.
But despite his caution he was closely shadowed by Nick, who had taken up the trail after giving an odd whistle that could be heard around the corner.
Several blocks were passed, the man in front carefully avoiding the well-lighted streets.
Finally he paused before the door of a house in a narrow little street, and started to ascend the steps.
He had scarcely done so, however, when he felt a hand clasped on his shoulder and, looking quickly around, he found himself looking into the barrel of a gleaming revolver.
He gave one look at the man who held the weapon and his face turned to ashes as he gasped:
“Nick Carter!”
“Yes, my man. It’s Nick Carter. No noise, now. Come this way lively.”
Gorse was too much surprised to refuse, and before he knew it he was handcuffed and led back the way he had come.
The two did not go far before Nick stopped abruptly on hearing a slight noise ahead of him. It proved to be his assistants and the police approaching, and turning his prisoner over to them, he told them to await his signals opposite the building he had spotted.
Nick now proceeded toward the house Gorse had attempted to enter. He was confident he was about to make some important discoveries, and his face wore a smile of satisfaction at the clever way he had tricked the proprietor of the “fence.”
Nick stealthily approached the basement door and listened a few minutes to make sure no one was in the hallway within.
He cautiously tried the door and, as he expected, found it locked.
The lock that secured it proved to be one, although of a pattern supposed to be complicated, very easily picked.
Less than ten minutes’ work sufficed for him to master it, and he was free to go in.
It took but a moment to see that no one was on the basement floor.
He took no step in the direction of the upper part of the house until he had by listening assured himself that nobody was in the immediate vicinity of the head of the stairs.
On reaching the head of the stairs he paused again.
The silence that hung over the interior of the house was like that of the tomb. It was unbroken by even the slightest sound.
Going softly along the hall he finally reached a door, which he judged to be that opening on the street.
This gave him his bearings, so to speak, and he went back along the hall. He paused before a door leading into one of the rooms.
From within came no sound.
The detective told himself:
“It is deserted, and if I can manage it I mean to go in and have a look around.”
To his surprise, in trying the door, he found that it was not locked.
Softly pushing it open he entered.
There was a lighted lamp in the room.
He had not been given more than two minutes to look around when he heard steps approaching.
At once he cast his eyes about him in search of some place in which he could conceal himself.
The only place that offered was a space behind the sofa. Poor as this might prove, it was all that could be found, so he lost no time in taking advantage of it.
Just as he settled himself comfortably the door of the room opened and two persons entered.
One was a woman.
The woman’s first words were:
“If I had done such a thing I would never have heard the last of it!”
“That would depend on circumstances.”
“Indeed it would not. If I had gone away from this house, leaving it unguarded and unlocked you would have threatened to cut my throat if I was ever as imprudent again.”
“Let it drop! I’ve heard enough.”
“All right. Is everything moving well?”
“Tolerably so.”
“Have you been out to-day?”
“Yes.”
“What was the result?”
“I could not learn anything.”
“Which means that we are practically balked.”
“I suppose so. Until it can be conclusively shown that the old man is dead, we have mighty small show of handling a copper of his money.”
The woman said in a bitter tone:
“I don’t know as I am sorry.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t like a part of the game.”
“You mean my marrying the girl?”
“I do.”
“Pshaw! That should not excite your jealousy! There will be nothing of it, except to play the part of a loving husband until I get the ducats, and then I’ll skip and come back to your arms.”
“Of course!”
“Business, my dear—simple business, nothing more!”
“That’s what you would have me to believe.”
“Because it is absolute truth. In all the world you are to me the one and only woman.”
Although Nick Carter could not see what was done, his ears were sufficient of a guide to the truth to inform him that the man at this point put his arm around the woman and kissed her affectionately.
It was all that Nick could do at this time to prevent gritting his teeth so that they would hear. It fairly made his blood run cold to hear that man talk so coolly of the foul wrong that it was intended should, through him, befall a young and innocent girl.
Like a revelation had been these few words that he had thus far overheard.
That the woman was mollified by his caresses was shown by the tone of her voice when she next spoke.
“I am sure, Demas, that you do not care for any other woman, and yet at times I cannot think but that you must, and it drives me nearly mad with jealousy. I long thought that you cared a good deal for this namesake of mine that you used to go to see once in a while.”
“Pish! Helen; I never cared a copper for her. But, when I saw that she was fool enough to fall in love with me, I believed it would not be a bad idea to keep it alive, for even then the plot we are working out had begun to frame itself in my mind.
“I never believed, as you did, that she was really the daughter of Field.”
“That was the result of your jealousy. It made you nearsighted where she was concerned. I wish I was as sure of some other things as I am that she is really his child.”
“You think that she will marry you for the asking?”
“If I had not been sure of it, do you suppose that I would have gone into the scheme under the circumstances that I have? Of course I am sure of it.”
“How can you be?”
“How do I know that you love me and are the best and most daring woman in the world, where my best interests are concerned, my dear?”
The woman laughed. She said, returning to a subject previously touched upon:
“Well, what about Field?”
“I can’t make it out.”
“You were up there to-day?”
“Yes.”
“And learned nothing?”
“Just precisely that. Appearances are that he was taken to the river bank and away in a boat.”
“Who could have done it?”
“I don’t know. I can’t even guess.”
“Nor what the reason was?”
“No. If I could once get at a reason I might spot the person who carried Field off. What the fellow wanted with his dead body, unless it was to play counter to me, I cannot understand.”
“That’s what it looks like.”
“Yes, that and nothing else, but I can’t think of anybody who would be likely to be in the game, as nobody knew what I was up to.”
The woman’s jealousy led her to revert to that other Helen again, saying:
“You will not think of marrying her until it is settled that she is dead certain of getting the money as well as the credit of being old Field’s daughter?”
“Of course not. But, hark!”
While the man and the woman were listening to some sound that had reached their ears the detective was busily thinking.
What he had heard was a revelation to him in every sense of the word.
While in some unimportant particulars it proved his first theory wrong, in the main it supported it amply.
Holding the key to the mystery now, he saw how it had all been brought about, save for one point. This was the precise motive that had led to Mr. Field being carried away.
Nick now understood precisely the relation that was held by Helen Doane to this man.
In some way he had gained an inkling of whom she really was, but instead of telling her had kept it to himself, biding a time when the fact could be made to turn to his advantage.
At last he had arranged a scheme for doing this.
Ostensibly leaving New York for a considerable length of time, he had gone only a short distance. On the day preceding the crime he had returned to the city, and had mailed the forged letter to Helen. That night, accompanied by an accomplice, he had entered Mr. Field’s house, and the gentleman had been attacked and left for dead. Lorton would not have left, unless he believed him dead, since his death was a necessity of his scheme. If it had not been, and Helen was really the missing child, then he might have returned her without harming Mr. Field. This would not do, however, as under those circumstances Helen would not be permitted to see and marry him, in which way alone could he hope to get his fingers on the Field millions. After he had departed, some one had carried away the unconscious form of the millionaire, and the better to cover up his tracks this second crook had resorted to the spilling of the blood down the lawn walk and to the river front, while in fact he took Mr. Field into a light wagon and drove him away.
That was the case summed up in a nutshell. It only remained to learn who this second crook was and when he had stolen Mr. Field’s body.
The detective had just about got this straight in his mind when he heard the woman say:
“I think it is Luke coming.”
The next minute there came a knock at the door.
The man who entered was addressed as Luke.
When the door was closed, Luke inquired:
“Have you learned anything?”
“No.”
“That’s funny.”
“So it is. Have you been out looking around?”
“I have.”
“And you could not learn anything about Field?”
“No.”
At this juncture came a ring at the bell.
The woman said:
“That’s the front doorbell! I wonder who it can be?”
Lorton rejoined:
“I think that you had better go.”
The woman arose to go and answer the ring.
She returned shortly after, ushering in a man who said:
“How are you, Lorton?”
At the man’s first words Nick could hardly repress a chuckle, for he recognized his voice as that of his assistant, Patsy.
“How are you? What are you doing here?” returned Lorton.
The woman put in with:
“He’s come from Gorse, he says.”
“From Gorse?”
The man said:
“Yes, he sent me.”
“What for?”
“To bring back the silver you left with him last night. He says he’s been warned and don’t want anything to do with it.”
“Tell Gorse he’s a fool. The melting pot would fix it in half an hour.”
“He don’t think so.”
With a sneer in his tone, Lorton said:
“Does he expect to get his money back?”
“I guess not. He’s glad enough, I take it, to get rid of it so cheaply!”
Starting up in surprise and alarm, Lorton demanded:
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing, only that the old man seems to be pretty well scared about the stuff for some reason and wanted to get it safely out of his hands. I don’t know for sure, but I think it has been traced that you were concerned in the Field matter, and the ‘boodle’ to him.”
“Nonsense!”
“Not at all! You know that you fixed the old man, and it is possible, I think, that somebody tumbled to you.”
“See here, it will be wisest for you to keep a still tongue. You’re letting it wag a trifle too freely for your best good health.”
“That’s all right. You don’t think I would go around blabbing all I know and all I guess, do you? I speak of it to your face as a fact, and would not have done it if you hadn’t invited it.”
“Well, they can’t say I murdered the old man unless they find his body.”
“But you did, all the same!”
“Yes, and I’ll murder you, too, if you don’t get out of here in a hurry!”
“I rather think not.”
As the disguised young detective gave this reply Nick Carter arose from his place of concealment and echoed:
“I rather think not!”
Turning in the direction of this new speaker, Lorton uttered an oath and demanded:
“What is the meaning of this?”
Nick smilingly answered:
“I will show you!”
As he spoke he ripped off his disguise with one hand, while with the other he snatched out a revolver and brought it to bear on Lorton.
The woman was the first to recognize him. She gasped:
“Nick Carter, the detective!”
Bowing to her, he returned:
“At your service, madam!”
Then to the man who had brought the silver:
“Your disguise is admirable, Patsy. Your own mother wouldn’t know you.”
The woman shrieked:
“It is all clear now! We’ve been trapped!”
And, in an excited tone, she added:
“The trap—the trap! There are only two of them! We ought to be able to master them!”
“Only two of us, eh?”
Saying this, Nick drew out and blew a whistle.
With a thunderous crash the front door was carried from its hinges and a full dozen of policemen rushed into the room.
The game was up.
The conspirators saw it at a glance.
Just after the handcuffs had been placed on the wrists of the two men there was a bustle at the door, and then Mr. Field stood before them.
At sight of him both men turned pale, while even Nick started with surprise.
Looking at Lorton, Mr. Field said:
“That is the man who struck me!”
And turning to Luke:
“That is the man who carried me away from my house in an unconscious condition and has kept me prisoner ever since.”
The eyes of Lorton and Helen fairly flamed with anger when these words were uttered.
The former hissed:
“So you turned traitor, did you?”
The man sullenly returned:
“Yes, and for good reason. You were plotting for a big stake and only wanted to give me a paltry ten thousand. When we looked at Mr. Field just before leaving the house I saw that he was not dead, and, after we parted, I returned and carried him away, knowing that while I had him in my hands I held the power to make what terms I pleased. Now the plot has failed!”
The answer fully explained the last thing that was a mystery to the detective.
After the two men and the woman had been taken away, Nick turned to Mr. Field.
“Permit me to congratulate you. I thought you had fallen into our old friend Greer’s hands.”
Mr. Field extended his hand and caught Nick’s in a grateful clasp, while he asked:
“Who called you in, Mr. Carter?”
“Mr. Barnes.”
“My blessings on him! He’s a manly, noble fellow!”
“Now, can you tell me anything about the occurrences of the night on which you were attacked?”
“I cannot tell you much.”
“You did not go to bed?”
“I did not. I remained up thinking over some matters and arranging the details of a certain matter when I was suddenly made aware of the proximity of somebody by hearing a suppressed cough. I turned around and saw a man close to me, with a club in his hand, and was on the point of calling out when struck. The club hit me squarely on the head and I knew no more until I found myself in the arms of a man in a narrow, dark hall. Recovering consciousness then, I began to struggle with him, and, although I did not succeed in getting away, I gave him a great deal of trouble. He got the best of me by striking me again, when my senses once more left me. In that condition I must have been carried upstairs, for I imagined the dark hall to have been that of this house, and, on my showing signs of returning consciousness, the man drugged me. All this last I recall in a dim and confused way only.”
Questioned as to how he escaped from his captor, Luke, Mr. Field said the man had evidently drugged him every time he left him alone, for the hubbub caused by the detective’s entrance had awakened him from a deep stupor, and when he arose from the couch on which he was lying, there was no one to dispute his escape. His captor no doubt thought the drug more powerful than it was.
Despite Luke’s villainy, Nick could not but admire his courage in secreting his prisoner in the very house his pals were occupying.
Nick now asked some questions that went to prove the truth of the story told by Timon, the butler, in whom Mr. Field reposed the utmost confidence.
The replies satisfied the detective that the servants in the house were guiltless of any participation in the crime.
Nick then said to him:
“Excuse me, Field, if I refer to a period in your past that must arouse sad memories, for I have a special purpose in view in doing so. I do not refer to your previous similar experience, but to a fact concealed by you from the world. You married after your return to this country, and had a child?”
“I had.”
And he sadly added:
“But I drove them from me.”
“You would like to recover them?”
“I would give half my fortune to be able to do so.”
“Have you never been able to learn anything of them?”
“I have not.”
“Not of your wife, or of both wife and daughter?”
“I mean both.”
“Then you do not know that your daughter is alive?”
“I do not.”
“And you did not, the day before being paid that burglarious visit, write a letter to her?”
“How could I when I did not even know that she was alive?”
The detective smiled with triumph, while a great look of relief spread over his face.
Nick’s next step was to acquaint his old friend with the fact that he would find his wife and daughter at his home.
Nick said:
“Wife and daughter!”
He had no hesitation now in saying the latter, for Helen Doane stood proven as an innocent party in a dark transaction. And yet the circumstantial evidence against her was sufficient to have convicted her.
It is needless for us to go into details of the happy meeting that followed between the members of the reunited family, of how Mr. Field begged for forgiveness, and was forgiven; of how his wife proved that she still loved him; of how happy they were in having found so good and true a daughter; of how they lived so happily afterward in each other’s society.
Helen Field, as she now was known, explained to Mr. Barnes on a subsequent occasion how it was that, being of a somewhat romantic turn of mind, and feeling that the service done her by Lorton was of signal value, she had determined to place her life at his disposal in return for having, as she painted it, saved it for her. It was this that had led her to refusing Barnes’ suit.
After listening to this naïve confession he did just what any sensible man would have done in his place—took her in his arms and kissed her over and over again, and ending up by a request that she would name the “happy day.”
And, as all obedient girls do, she “referred him to her father.”
Father in this case was not a stern tyrant, and acquiesced heartily and gave them his blessing—and a check for a hundred thousand the day they were married!
Demas Lorton, Luke and Helen Lorton were tried, convicted and sentenced to prison for the longest possible terms.
Nick’s reawakened anxiety in regard to Mr. Field was, long before this happy event, finally and fully relieved.
Two weeks after Lorton’s trial and sentence, an unknown man was killed by a fall from the elevated railroad station at Thirty-fourth Street.
Nick Carter happened to go to the morgue on other business, and the keeper, knowing his familiarity with members of the criminal class, invited him to view the body.
Nick identified it at a glance.
It was Elmer Greer!
“So,” thought Nick, “this is his end. It’s funny! I never knew a criminal who led a happy life. From the first fall, jail and the hangman’s noose haunt their waking and their sleeping hours. If they don’t die in jail or the poorhouse, they meet a fate similar to this of Greer’s. It’s incomprehensible to me why men should ever take up a life of such misery and unhappiness!”
And the great detective shook his head.
For once he had propounded a question he could not answer!
THE END.
In the NEW MAGNET LIBRARY there is shortly to appear No. 1192, a splendid tale showing great detective skill, under the title of “Nick Carter’s Masterpiece,” by Nicholas Carter.
Western Stories About
BUFFALO BILL
ALL BY COL. PRENTISS INGRAHAM
Red-blooded Adventure Stories for Men
There is no more romantic character in American history than William F. Cody, or, as he was internationally known, Buffalo Bill. He, with Colonel Prentiss Ingraham, Wild Bill Hickok, General Custer, and a few other adventurous spirits, laid the foundation of our great West.
There is no more brilliant page in American history than the winning of the West. Never did pioneers live more thrilling lives, so rife with adventure and brave deeds, as the old scouts and plainsmen. Foremost among these stands the imposing figure of Buffalo Bill.
All of the books in this list are intensely interesting. They were written by the close friend and companion of Buffalo Bill—Colonel Prentiss Ingraham. They depict actual adventures which this pair of hard-hitting comrades experienced, while the story of these adventures is interwoven with fiction; historically the books are correct.
ALL TITLES ALWAYS IN PRINT
S & S
Novels
Means
MONEY’S WORTH
Clean, interesting, attractive—they afford the reader the best possible value in the way of literature of the day. Do not accept cheap imitations which are clearly intended to deceive the reader and are always disappointing.
A CARNIVAL OF ACTION
ADVENTURE LIBRARY
Splendid, Interesting, Big Stories
This line is devoted exclusively to a splendid type of adventure story, in the big outdoors. There is really a breath of fresh air in each of them, and the reader who pays fifteen cents for a copy of this line feels that he has received his money’s worth and a little more.
The authors of these books are experienced in the art of writing, and know just what the up-to-date American reader wants.
ALL TITLES ALWAYS IN PRINT
By WILLIAM WALLACE COOK
In order that there may be no confusion, we desire to say that the books listed below will be issued during the respective months in New York City and vicinity. They may not reach the readers at a distance promptly, on account of delays in transportation.
To be published in July, 1926.
39—Trailing The Josephine | By William Wallace Cook |
40—The Snapshot Chap | By Bertram Lebhar |
To be published in August, 1926.
41—Brothers of the Thin Wire | By Franklin Pitt |
42—Jungle Intrigue | By Edmond Lawrence |
43—His Snapshot Lordship | By Bertram Lebhar |
To be published in September, 1926.
44—Folly Lode | By James F. Dorrance |
45—The Forest Rogue | By Julian G. Wharton |
To be published in October, 1926.
46—Snapshot Artillery | By Bertram Lebhar |
47—Stanley Holt, Thoroughbred | By Ralph Boston |
To be published in November, 1926.
48—The Riddle and the Ring | By Gordon MacLaren |
49—The Black Eye Snapshot | By Bertram Lebhar |
To be published in December, 1926.
50—Bainbridge of Bangor | By Julian G. Wharton |
51—Amid Crashing Hills | By Edmond Lawrence |
Love Stories
All the world over love is very much the same, whether it be found in a palace, or a hovel, or in a vine-covered cottage.
It is the one subject that is vitally interesting to every man and woman, irrespective of nationality.
This is why the love stories in the New Eagle Series, the Bertha Clay Library, and the Southworth Library are so eagerly sought for. They are worthy of your attention.
If you have not a series catalog, send us a two-cent stamp and we will be very glad to send a copy to you by return mail.
STREET & SMITH CORPORATION
79 Seventh Avenue New York City
The Dealer
who handles the STREET & SMITH NOVELS is a man worth patronizing. The fact that he does handle our books proves that he has considered the merits of paper-covered lines, and has decided that the STREET & SMITH NOVELS are superior to all others.
He has looked into the question of the morality of the paper-covered book, for instance, and feels that he is perfectly safe in handing one of our novels to any one, because he has our assurance that nothing except clean, wholesome literature finds its way into our lines.
Therefore, the STREET & SMITH NOVEL dealer is a careful and wise tradesman, and it is fair to assume selects the other articles he has for sale with the same degree of intelligence as he does his paper-covered books.
Deal with the STREET & SMITH NOVEL dealer.
STREET & SMITH CORPORATION
79 Seventh Avenue New York City
Transcriber’s Note:
1. Obvious printer, spelling and punctuation errors have been corrected silently.
2. Where appropriate original spelling has been retained.
*** END OF THE PROJECT GUTENBERG EBOOK THE PLOT THAT FAILED; OR, WHEN MEN CONSPIRE ***
Updated editions will replace the previous one—the old editions will be renamed.
Creating the works from print editions not protected by U.S. copyright law means that no one owns a United States copyright in these works, so the Foundation (and you!) can copy and distribute it in the United States without permission and without paying copyright royalties. Special rules, set forth in the General Terms of Use part of this license, apply to copying and distributing Project Gutenberg™ electronic works to protect the PROJECT GUTENBERG™ concept and trademark. Project Gutenberg is a registered trademark, and may not be used if you charge for an eBook, except by following the terms of the trademark license, including paying royalties for use of the Project Gutenberg trademark. If you do not charge anything for copies of this eBook, complying with the trademark license is very easy. You may use this eBook for nearly any purpose such as creation of derivative works, reports, performances and research. Project Gutenberg eBooks may be modified and printed and given away—you may do practically ANYTHING in the United States with eBooks not protected by U.S. copyright law. Redistribution is subject to the trademark license, especially commercial redistribution.
START: FULL LICENSE
THE FULL PROJECT GUTENBERG LICENSE
PLEASE READ THIS BEFORE YOU DISTRIBUTE OR USE THIS WORK
To protect the Project Gutenberg™ mission of promoting the free distribution of electronic works, by using or distributing this work (or any other work associated in any way with the phrase “Project Gutenberg”), you agree to comply with all the terms of the Full Project Gutenberg™ License available with this file or online at www.gutenberg.org/license.
Section 1. General Terms of Use and Redistributing Project Gutenberg™ electronic works
1.A. By reading or using any part of this Project Gutenberg™ electronic work, you indicate that you have read, understand, agree to and accept all the terms of this license and intellectual property (trademark/copyright) agreement. If you do not agree to abide by all the terms of this agreement, you must cease using and return or destroy all copies of Project Gutenberg™ electronic works in your possession. If you paid a fee for obtaining a copy of or access to a Project Gutenberg™ electronic work and you do not agree to be bound by the terms of this agreement, you may obtain a refund from the person or entity to whom you paid the fee as set forth in paragraph 1.E.8.
1.B. “Project Gutenberg” is a registered trademark. It may only be used on or associated in any way with an electronic work by people who agree to be bound by the terms of this agreement. There are a few things that you can do with most Project Gutenberg™ electronic works even without complying with the full terms of this agreement. See paragraph 1.C below. There are a lot of things you can do with Project Gutenberg™ electronic works if you follow the terms of this agreement and help preserve free future access to Project Gutenberg™ electronic works. See paragraph 1.E below.
1.C. The Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation (“the Foundation” or PGLAF), owns a compilation copyright in the collection of Project Gutenberg™ electronic works. Nearly all the individual works in the collection are in the public domain in the United States. If an individual work is unprotected by copyright law in the United States and you are located in the United States, we do not claim a right to prevent you from copying, distributing, performing, displaying or creating derivative works based on the work as long as all references to Project Gutenberg are removed. Of course, we hope that you will support the Project Gutenberg™ mission of promoting free access to electronic works by freely sharing Project Gutenberg™ works in compliance with the terms of this agreement for keeping the Project Gutenberg™ name associated with the work. You can easily comply with the terms of this agreement by keeping this work in the same format with its attached full Project Gutenberg™ License when you share it without charge with others.
1.D. The copyright laws of the place where you are located also govern what you can do with this work. Copyright laws in most countries are in a constant state of change. If you are outside the United States, check the laws of your country in addition to the terms of this agreement before downloading, copying, displaying, performing, distributing or creating derivative works based on this work or any other Project Gutenberg™ work. The Foundation makes no representations concerning the copyright status of any work in any country other than the United States.
1.E. Unless you have removed all references to Project Gutenberg:
1.E.1. The following sentence, with active links to, or other immediate access to, the full Project Gutenberg™ License must appear prominently whenever any copy of a Project Gutenberg™ work (any work on which the phrase “Project Gutenberg” appears, or with which the phrase “Project Gutenberg” is associated) is accessed, displayed, performed, viewed, copied or distributed:
This eBook is for the use of anyone anywhere in the United States and most other parts of the world at no cost and with almost no restrictions whatsoever. You may copy it, give it away or re-use it under the terms of the Project Gutenberg License included with this eBook or online at www.gutenberg.org. If you are not located in the United States, you will have to check the laws of the country where you are located before using this eBook.
1.E.2. If an individual Project Gutenberg™ electronic work is derived from texts not protected by U.S. copyright law (does not contain a notice indicating that it is posted with permission of the copyright holder), the work can be copied and distributed to anyone in the United States without paying any fees or charges. If you are redistributing or providing access to a work with the phrase “Project Gutenberg” associated with or appearing on the work, you must comply either with the requirements of paragraphs 1.E.1 through 1.E.7 or obtain permission for the use of the work and the Project Gutenberg™ trademark as set forth in paragraphs 1.E.8 or 1.E.9.
1.E.3. If an individual Project Gutenberg™ electronic work is posted with the permission of the copyright holder, your use and distribution must comply with both paragraphs 1.E.1 through 1.E.7 and any additional terms imposed by the copyright holder. Additional terms will be linked to the Project Gutenberg™ License for all works posted with the permission of the copyright holder found at the beginning of this work.
1.E.4. Do not unlink or detach or remove the full Project Gutenberg™ License terms from this work, or any files containing a part of this work or any other work associated with Project Gutenberg™.
1.E.5. Do not copy, display, perform, distribute or redistribute this electronic work, or any part of this electronic work, without prominently displaying the sentence set forth in paragraph 1.E.1 with active links or immediate access to the full terms of the Project Gutenberg™ License.
1.E.6. You may convert to and distribute this work in any binary, compressed, marked up, nonproprietary or proprietary form, including any word processing or hypertext form. However, if you provide access to or distribute copies of a Project Gutenberg™ work in a format other than “Plain Vanilla ASCII” or other format used in the official version posted on the official Project Gutenberg™ website (www.gutenberg.org), you must, at no additional cost, fee or expense to the user, provide a copy, a means of exporting a copy, or a means of obtaining a copy upon request, of the work in its original “Plain Vanilla ASCII” or other form. Any alternate format must include the full Project Gutenberg™ License as specified in paragraph 1.E.1.
1.E.7. Do not charge a fee for access to, viewing, displaying, performing, copying or distributing any Project Gutenberg™ works unless you comply with paragraph 1.E.8 or 1.E.9.
1.E.8. You may charge a reasonable fee for copies of or providing access to or distributing Project Gutenberg™ electronic works provided that:
1.E.9. If you wish to charge a fee or distribute a Project Gutenberg™ electronic work or group of works on different terms than are set forth in this agreement, you must obtain permission in writing from the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, the manager of the Project Gutenberg™ trademark. Contact the Foundation as set forth in Section 3 below.
1.F.
1.F.1. Project Gutenberg volunteers and employees expend considerable effort to identify, do copyright research on, transcribe and proofread works not protected by U.S. copyright law in creating the Project Gutenberg™ collection. Despite these efforts, Project Gutenberg™ electronic works, and the medium on which they may be stored, may contain “Defects,” such as, but not limited to, incomplete, inaccurate or corrupt data, transcription errors, a copyright or other intellectual property infringement, a defective or damaged disk or other medium, a computer virus, or computer codes that damage or cannot be read by your equipment.
1.F.2. LIMITED WARRANTY, DISCLAIMER OF DAMAGES - Except for the “Right of Replacement or Refund” described in paragraph 1.F.3, the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, the owner of the Project Gutenberg™ trademark, and any other party distributing a Project Gutenberg™ electronic work under this agreement, disclaim all liability to you for damages, costs and expenses, including legal fees. YOU AGREE THAT YOU HAVE NO REMEDIES FOR NEGLIGENCE, STRICT LIABILITY, BREACH OF WARRANTY OR BREACH OF CONTRACT EXCEPT THOSE PROVIDED IN PARAGRAPH 1.F.3. YOU AGREE THAT THE FOUNDATION, THE TRADEMARK OWNER, AND ANY DISTRIBUTOR UNDER THIS AGREEMENT WILL NOT BE LIABLE TO YOU FOR ACTUAL, DIRECT, INDIRECT, CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR INCIDENTAL DAMAGES EVEN IF YOU GIVE NOTICE OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGE.
1.F.3. LIMITED RIGHT OF REPLACEMENT OR REFUND - If you discover a defect in this electronic work within 90 days of receiving it, you can receive a refund of the money (if any) you paid for it by sending a written explanation to the person you received the work from. If you received the work on a physical medium, you must return the medium with your written explanation. The person or entity that provided you with the defective work may elect to provide a replacement copy in lieu of a refund. If you received the work electronically, the person or entity providing it to you may choose to give you a second opportunity to receive the work electronically in lieu of a refund. If the second copy is also defective, you may demand a refund in writing without further opportunities to fix the problem.
1.F.4. Except for the limited right of replacement or refund set forth in paragraph 1.F.3, this work is provided to you ‘AS-IS’, WITH NO OTHER WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR ANY PURPOSE.
1.F.5. Some states do not allow disclaimers of certain implied warranties or the exclusion or limitation of certain types of damages. If any disclaimer or limitation set forth in this agreement violates the law of the state applicable to this agreement, the agreement shall be interpreted to make the maximum disclaimer or limitation permitted by the applicable state law. The invalidity or unenforceability of any provision of this agreement shall not void the remaining provisions.
1.F.6. INDEMNITY - You agree to indemnify and hold the Foundation, the trademark owner, any agent or employee of the Foundation, anyone providing copies of Project Gutenberg™ electronic works in accordance with this agreement, and any volunteers associated with the production, promotion and distribution of Project Gutenberg™ electronic works, harmless from all liability, costs and expenses, including legal fees, that arise directly or indirectly from any of the following which you do or cause to occur: (a) distribution of this or any Project Gutenberg™ work, (b) alteration, modification, or additions or deletions to any Project Gutenberg™ work, and (c) any Defect you cause.
Section 2. Information about the Mission of Project Gutenberg™
Project Gutenberg™ is synonymous with the free distribution of electronic works in formats readable by the widest variety of computers including obsolete, old, middle-aged and new computers. It exists because of the efforts of hundreds of volunteers and donations from people in all walks of life.
Volunteers and financial support to provide volunteers with the assistance they need are critical to reaching Project Gutenberg™’s goals and ensuring that the Project Gutenberg™ collection will remain freely available for generations to come. In 2001, the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation was created to provide a secure and permanent future for Project Gutenberg™ and future generations. To learn more about the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation and how your efforts and donations can help, see Sections 3 and 4 and the Foundation information page at www.gutenberg.org.
Section 3. Information about the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation
The Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation is a non-profit 501(c)(3) educational corporation organized under the laws of the state of Mississippi and granted tax exempt status by the Internal Revenue Service. The Foundation’s EIN or federal tax identification number is 64-6221541. Contributions to the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation are tax deductible to the full extent permitted by U.S. federal laws and your state’s laws.
The Foundation’s business office is located at 809 North 1500 West, Salt Lake City, UT 84116, (801) 596-1887. Email contact links and up to date contact information can be found at the Foundation’s website and official page at www.gutenberg.org/contact
Section 4. Information about Donations to the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation
Project Gutenberg™ depends upon and cannot survive without widespread public support and donations to carry out its mission of increasing the number of public domain and licensed works that can be freely distributed in machine-readable form accessible by the widest array of equipment including outdated equipment. Many small donations ($1 to $5,000) are particularly important to maintaining tax exempt status with the IRS.
The Foundation is committed to complying with the laws regulating charities and charitable donations in all 50 states of the United States. Compliance requirements are not uniform and it takes a considerable effort, much paperwork and many fees to meet and keep up with these requirements. We do not solicit donations in locations where we have not received written confirmation of compliance. To SEND DONATIONS or determine the status of compliance for any particular state visit www.gutenberg.org/donate.
While we cannot and do not solicit contributions from states where we have not met the solicitation requirements, we know of no prohibition against accepting unsolicited donations from donors in such states who approach us with offers to donate.
International donations are gratefully accepted, but we cannot make any statements concerning tax treatment of donations received from outside the United States. U.S. laws alone swamp our small staff.
Please check the Project Gutenberg web pages for current donation methods and addresses. Donations are accepted in a number of other ways including checks, online payments and credit card donations. To donate, please visit: www.gutenberg.org/donate.
Section 5. General Information About Project Gutenberg™ electronic works
Professor Michael S. Hart was the originator of the Project Gutenberg™ concept of a library of electronic works that could be freely shared with anyone. For forty years, he produced and distributed Project Gutenberg™ eBooks with only a loose network of volunteer support.
Project Gutenberg™ eBooks are often created from several printed editions, all of which are confirmed as not protected by copyright in the U.S. unless a copyright notice is included. Thus, we do not necessarily keep eBooks in compliance with any particular paper edition.
Most people start at our website which has the main PG search facility: www.gutenberg.org.
This website includes information about Project Gutenberg™, including how to make donations to the Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, how to help produce our new eBooks, and how to subscribe to our email newsletter to hear about new eBooks.
Table of Contents
The Plot That Failed OR, WHEN MEN CONSPIRE
CHAPTER I. TAMBOURINE JACK’S MESSAGE.
CHAPTER II. THE YEGGMEN’S LEAGUE.
CHAPTER III. ONCE MORE ON HAND.
CHAPTER IV. A STARTLING REVELATION.
CHAPTER V. THE BANKER’S DAUGHTER.
CHAPTER VI. A DANGEROUS WOMAN.
CHAPTER VIII. A DAY OF RECKONING.
CHAPTER IX. A PLOT WELL FOILED.
CHAPTER X. CAUGHT AND ESCAPED.
CHAPTER XVIII. A PUZZLE TO SOLVE.
CHAPTER XIX. PROVING THE LETTER.
CHAPTER XXI. NEW DEVELOPMENTS.
CHAPTER XXIII. THE STOLEN SILVER.
CHAPTER XXIV. THE PLOT THAT FAILED.
THE FULL PROJECT GUTENBERG LICENSE