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THE BABBINGTON CASE.
CHAPTER I.
A MYSTERIOUS AFFAIR.
“A man and a woman together; then a man alone.”
Nick Carter thought this remark rather than uttered it in words, as he came to an abrupt pause in his walk and looked down upon the tracks in the snow.
There were no other tracks than those anywhere visible, save only his own, which he had made in his approach to the spot, and he was careful not to approach too near while he made the examination which only his curiosity suggested—for there could have been no other reason at the moment than curiosity to attract him.
But before him was a huge iron gate between two enormous posts; a gate which had the outward appearance of not having been opened in a long time, and, indeed, upon it now, as the detective looked at it, there was a formidable padlock, with its heavy chain, to hold the great barrier against all comers.
Nick Carter could see from where he stood that the lock was securely locked, that the chain had been drawn tightly around the spindles of the iron gate, and, therefore, that the man who had come out of the place alone, after having passed inside with the woman not very long before, had locked it.
There were the tracks he had made when he had turned about to fasten the gate when he came out alone, and there were his tracks when he walked away from the place.
But where was the woman? and why had she not come again with the man?
These were perfectly natural questions which the detective asked himself; natural, because he knew something about the grounds upon which those gates opened, and also something about the house within those grounds.
Still more, he knew something about the people to whom the magnificent residence and grounds belonged.
He remembered also that the light flurry of “sugar” snow which now covered the ground like a white sheet of tissue paper—and it was scarcely thicker than that—had fallen within the last hour.
So it followed that those tracks must have been made within that hour.
Within an hour a man and a woman had entered the grounds of Pleasantglades—for that is the name by which the magnificent estate was known, or, at least, it is the one that we will use here to represent it—within an hour the two had entered together, and the man had come out alone, locking the gate after him, and, therefore, leaving her there.
And Nick Carter knew that the great house was unoccupied; that there was not even a caretaker there, so——
Why had two gone in and only one come out?
Curiosity gave place to interest; and as he studied the footprints with still more care, interest became absorbtion.
Both persons had been well shod. The woman daintily so, for, as the detective looked even more closely, he came almost to the opinion that she had been wearing slippers.
And the tracks of the man suggested dress shoes, even pumps, if one was to call upon one’s imagination just a trifle.
The hour, be it said, when the detective discovered the tracks in the snow, was between two and three o’clock in the morning, and a hundred feet away from the gate an arc light glowed brightly. Otherwise, the place would have been intensely dark, for, although that flurry of snow had lasted but a few minutes, it was still cloudy and threatening.
If Nick had approached the gate from the opposite direction, he might not have noticed the tracks at all; but, as it happened, he had approached toward the light, and had looked directly down upon them, plainly revealed.
The place was quite near to New York; near enough so that the detective had gone there in his car since dark that night.
The business that had taken him there had nothing to do with this thing that now interested him, and, if it seems strange to the reader that he should have been strolling along such a thoroughfare alone at that hour of the morning, we need only to say that that is quite another and different story.
What would be your impulse, reader, if you made just such a discovery as this one?
Would it not be to follow the footprints of the man without delay, to find out where he had gone, and with the probability of learning his identity? Probably. And yet Nick Carter knew at once how fruitless such a pursuit would be, since at the next corner toward the direction the man had taken, which was approximately three hundred feet distant, two trolley tracks passed, and it was upon a thoroughfare where there was considerable travel; the tracks left by this strange man, therefore, would be quickly lost at that point, even if he had not succeeded in stepping upon a trolley car, and being borne away in one direction or the other.
Nevertheless, after a moment of thought, Nick ran along the street to that corner, for it had occurred to him that possibly the two, the man and the woman, had come to that point in a motor car, and if that were so there would still be evidence of the fact that such a car had stopped there.
He found that much evidence, too, but no more.
There, beside the curb in this same street upon which the gate was located, were the plain tracks in the snow, showing where the car had pulled out after the man had returned to it, although there were no tracks to show its approach.
And this demonstrated the undoubted fact that the motor had arrived there just about at the beginning of the fall of snow.
Nick remembered that it had continued to snow not more than ten or fifteen minutes at the most, and so it was at once apparent to the detective that the car had arrived at the corner just before the snow began to fall; that the two had remained in the car for several moments thereafter, probably discussing the trip from the car to the house, and had finally left it while the snow was still falling rapidly.
Well, all that was not important save to demonstrate that one of the persons, probably the woman, had not left the car to go to the house willingly, but that persuasion of some sort had been resorted to.
If the car arrived at the corner before the snow began to fall—and Nick knew that it had done so—and if the snow had ceased to fall while they were midway of the distance of three hundred feet, it followed that they must have remained talking together in the car for at least eight minutes, and, at the most, thirteen minutes.
And yet there was no evidence anywhere to be seen that the woman had not accompanied the man willingly enough.
It was apparent that she had walked along by his side even without clinging to his arm, for the tracks were not close enough together to suggest that; there was no place where it appeared that she had made any effort to turn back; there was no suggestion anywhere, that the detective could see, save the one of the hesitation, while still in the car, that the woman had not gone willingly enough.
The car itself, upon leaving the corner, had been driven upon the trolley tracks where it had been turned southward toward the city.
It must not be supposed that the detective wasted any time in making these discoveries. A glance at the tracks in the snow as he ran to the corner, then at the tracks left by the car, was all that was needed to inform him of the points already made, and he turned and went toward the great gate again, thinking.
Plainly, as a humane man, if not as a detective, it was his duty to enter the grounds of Pleasantglades and to find out what had become of that woman who had entered there with a man, at or soon after two o’clock in the morning, and who had not come out again.
He decided, as he again approached the gate, to go inside.
To decide to go inside, and to get inside were quite two different things.
Nick decided that the top of the wall was quite fourteen feet above the pavement where he stood. He could see that it was guarded by that most effective of all means for such a guard—by broken glass set in cement.
The gate between the two high posts was a double one, which opened at the middle, and the tops of the highest spears were nearly as high as the posts themselves, while the shortest ones were only a trifle lower than the walls.
Plainly the only method of entering the grounds was by opening the gate, and that meant that he must either pick the lock, or file through the chain that held the two gates together, for, although he had his nippers with him, they were by far too small and delicate to bite through a chain of that size.
And his picklock, which he was never without, had not been intended for locks of that sort, for he found when he examined it that it was of the most complicated pattern of padlock, and that it had probably been made to order for the owners of the place.
Indeed, as he examined it more closely, he found it to be one of those rare locks which require the use of two, and sometimes three, keys, to open them.
His picklock was therefore out of business for once.
But he had his pocket case of delicate tools with him, and among those tools was a file which would eat through that chain, or any other one, in short order; and so, at last, he took it from the case and adjusted it.
It was the last extremity to which he resorted, for he disliked the idea of filing his way into the place, necessary as it seemed to be, that he should enter. He would greatly have preferred to scale the wall, or to pick the lock if either had been possible.
He did not like the idea of leaving the place unguarded even temporarily, when he came out again, for, after all, there was no certainty that he would find anything wrong, and it was quite possible that there might be a plausible and logical reason and explanation for all the things he had discovered that had interested him so greatly.
But he had decided that he would go inside, and, therefore, he went inside with no more delay than was absolutely necessary.
That little file of his, no larger than the blade of a penknife, and not much longer, ate through the chain cleanly and rapidly, and, although we have taken so much time and space to describe his discovery of the tracks in the snow and to explain his reasonings upon that discovery, it is doubtful if more than fifteen minutes had actually elapsed after he first saw the footprints, until he opened one of the gates, passed through, and closed the gate after him.
Then, having rearranged the chain again with great care so that it would not be noticed that it had been tampered with, he turned to follow the tracks in the snow, that led toward the great mansion.
CHAPTER II.
WHERE THE FOOTPRINTS LED.
Pleasantglades, although located directly within a large community which has lately taken upon itself the dignity of a city, and situated almost at the center of it, is as isolated, in more senses than one, as if it were in the midst of a forest. There are many who will read what is written here who know the place perfectly well, and have often admired it—and who would recognize it at once if the right name of it were given.
But there are reasons, which will develop later in the story, why the exact name and locality cannot be given here. Suffice it to say that it is within an hour of New York City by motor car.
The high wall that has already been described incloses six acres of beautiful grounds, which the owner always referred to as “The Park.”
From the great gate, which strangely enough is the only entrance to the grounds, or park, the roadway winds in two directions, to the right and to the left, among splendid trees, and in the summertime there is no more beautiful and spacious home to be found anywhere near the metropolis.
The owner, J. Cephas Lynne, was justly proud of it—almost as proud of this possession, as of one greater one that was his, his daughter.
We have to mention her here and now, because it was Edythe Lynne, or, rather, all that remained of her—her dead body—that Nick Carter speedily found when at last he forced his way into the house just as a burglar would have done it, only more expertly even than that, and penetrated to the beautiful room which he judged to have been one of her own private suite.
She was in the parlor or boudoir of her suite; she was lying peacefully upon a large couch among a myriad of pillows, which had been tastefully and comfortably arranged to support her body in a comfortable and graceful position.
She was reclining entirely at ease, as if she had arranged herself there to rest, having first fixed the pillows so that she could do so in comfort, fully dressed as for a party or a wedding, as she was.
One hand, the left one, rested upon a pillow that was partly behind her, the arm being stretched out to its full length; the other one hung partly over the edge of the divan couch, as if it had fallen there in that position of its own weight.
And just beneath that right hand, upon the rug, was a tiny glass vial capable of holding thirty to forty drops of liquid—and the room was pungent with the odor of almonds.
It was not difficult to guess, because of that odor, what the vial had contained: Prussic acid. Nor was it difficult to understand that the man who had taken her there and murdered her had carefully arranged everything so that it should appear to be an undoubted suicide.
To understand and appreciate everything just as Nick Carter found them, and as he discovered them, it must be remembered that it was still pitchy dark outside, and that there were no light connections in the great mansion at that time. As a consequence, the detective’s only means of searching the place was by the aid of his electric flash light, which he always carried with him when engaged upon business—and he had been on business of quite another nature, when he discovered those tracks in the snow.
When he forced his way into the house by picking the lock of the same door to which the tracks had led him, traces of the snow that those other two had brought into the house with them led him speedily enough to the scene we have already partly described.
And when he opened the door to that room, and threw his light from point to point about it, the shaft of illumination at last rested directly upon the beautiful face of the dead girl on the couch.
Such was the picture he saw before he made further investigation.
Then came the other details that we have told about, and some others that are yet to be told.
A long coat of sable, that might have reached to the young woman’s ankles, had been carefully laid across the back of a chair, and upon that were the scarf and veil that she had worn as a head covering, and they had been put there with exactly the same degree of careless attention that she might have used in doing so.
A fan, her gloves, and a gold vanity box set with jewels were upon the table in the middle of the room, and, beside them, was a sealed envelope addressed to J. Cephas Lynne.
The writing on the envelope was in the bold, rather large feminine hand that was in vogue at that time, and was presumably her own—or an imitation of her own handwriting; underneath the address was written the one further word, “Personal.”
There was not a thing about the room to indicate that another person than herself had visited it, and, although the detective searched diligently for such evidence, he could find no trace of the man who had accompanied her to the house which had been her home.
Never in the experience of Nick Carter had he known of a clear case of murder like this one, where the murderer had left absolutely nothing undone to demonstrate a suicide; but Nick Carter, because of those tracks in the snow, because he had arrived upon the scene at precisely the psychological moment to understand them, and because he had read the other signs that we have described, knew it to be a deliberately planned and executed crime.
There was not the slightest doubt of that in his mind, and, therefore, he did not hesitate to break the seal of that letter which otherwise would have been sacred.
But there was no time to be lost in getting a trace of that man who had accompanied the young woman to the house.
One who could plan and execute a crime in such a masterly manner would have planned much farther ahead of him than that, also, and would have arranged to cover his tracks so that if the accident of Nick Carter’s passing that way at the moment he did so had not happened, it is doubtful if the crime and criminal would ever have been discovered, and the young woman who died that night in all the glory of her young womanhood would have been remembered only as a suicide.
Therefore, the detective broke the seal and read the letter—after which he returned it to the envelope and put it carefully away in one of his pockets, already determined that no eyes but his own and his assistants should see it until he had run down the man who had committed the awful outrage.
The contents of that letter are not important save to demonstrate the cleverness of the murderer; but we will give them as the detective found them:
“DARLING PAPA: I will not ask you to forgive me for this act, for I know you will do that. I also know that I will have made you suffer deeply by it. Yet I do it with deliberation—because I feel that I must do it. The reasons why I have decided that there is no other way, you will discover soon enough, and you will feel deep regret because I did not go to you and tell you all about it, instead of doing this thing. Yet there are some things which one cannot face, and the one thing that I cannot face is your sorrow when you come to know what I have done. I would never have believed it possible that I could be brought to this pass, but here I am, and soon I shall be only a memory. I hope you will cherish only the tenderest parts of that memory, and that you will always believe that even in taking my own life, I love you.
EDYTHE.”
Such was the letter that the detective read and then hid away in his pocket; but there was one sentence of the letter that burned itself upon his memory, one sentence that must be the explanation of the crime itself. It was:
“The reasons why I have decided that there is no other way, you will discover soon enough, and you will feel deep regret because I did not go to you and tell you all about it, instead of doing this thing.”
In that sentence was concealed, doubtless, the secret of why the crime had been committed, and Nick Carter felt as certain as he had ever felt assured of anything in his life, that the dead girl on the couch, if she could have come to life at that moment, would have been utterly ignorant of what those reasons were.
In other words Nick Carter read the scene in this manner:
This crime was committed to conceal another crime, and the murderer, knowing that his lesser crime would presently be discovered, determined to fix it upon this innocent girl, the daughter of the house.
Therein existed the nucleus of the whole affair as the detective saw it.
It was plain, of course, that the man who could have induced Edythe Lynne to go with him to her out-of-town home in the dead of night must have been a near relative, or a person who was entirely in the confidence of the family—otherwise she would not have consented to accompany him.
And even then there must have been a powerful motive beyond any that could appear on the surface.
Was the man who had done this thing young or old, or middle aged? There was no present means of ascertaining that, but that he must be one who stood upon terms of at least cordial familiarity with J. Cephas Lynne and his daughter was beyond doubt.
The detective made one further hasty survey of the room, throwing the beam of his flash light again upon every detail that he had discovered; and then he left the room, leaving every detail as he had found it, save only the letter which he carried away with him in his pocket.
It was snowing hard when he got outside, and he nodded, as if to say:
“The murderer foresaw this additional fall of snow, and hence took no trouble to cover his tracks.”
Then he went on through the gate, fixing the chain again after him as he had done upon entering the place, and he hurried in the direction from whence he had first approached the gate, less than an hour before.
He walked rapidly onward a quarter of a mile or more, and presently came upon his own car, to discover that Danny, his chauffeur, and his two assistants, Chick and Patsy, were already there, awaiting him.
He looked at his watch before he spoke to them, and they had a fashion, born of long experience, of never addressing him on such an occasion until he had spoken. It was not always well to break in upon Nick Carter’s preoccupation.
“It is now a quarter to four,” he said; “a good two hours and a half before daylight. Danny, I want you to remain here with the car until we return, which will be within three-quarters of an hour. And, lads, I want you both to come with me. I have made a discovery that I want you both to see.”
Then, without further words, he led them both back to the house where he had discovered the crime, led them inside with the same care that he had used in the first place, making them dust the snow from their feet and clothing before they entered the house, and then he piloted them straight to the room where all that remained of beautiful Edythe Lynne awaited them.
Not until they were all inside that room and Chick and Patsy had looked upon the sad scene that was there, did he offer the slightest explanation; but then, in detail, just as it has been told here, he told them everything that had occurred, and everything that he had found since he first saw the tracks in the snow. But he expressed no opinions upon any of the incidents, for it was their separate opinions that he wanted, unbiased by his own. But he gave each of them the letter to read; and after that they left the house again, together.
CHAPTER III.
A MORNING CALL.
“We won’t discuss this affair just yet,” said the detective, as they hurried along together toward the place where the car was awaiting them. “There are other things to be considered first. But I want you both to think it over—all that you have seen and all that I have told you about it—so that later we can talk it over understandingly. Just now I have an idea in mind which is about the most absurd thing, on the surface, that I ever did in my life.”
Chick glanced around at him with sudden understanding, but it was Patsy who replied.
“I think I can guess what that is,” he said.
“Well, what is it?”
“It isn’t snowing so very hard just now,” said Patsy. “Those tracks that we have made in going to the house and coming away from it, while they will be covered, will not be entirely obliterated—not if six inches of snow should fall over them. There would still be the indications of footprints in the snow; of the ones we left there, eh?”
“Sure,” said the detective. “You’re on, Patsy.”
“You had more reasons than one in taking us back to the house with you, chief,” the second assistant continued. “You wanted to leave those tracks, didn’t you?”
“I’ll confess that I did, Patsy.”
“Just to mystify—who?”
“Who should you say, Patsy?”
“Well, the first thought would be that you preferred to mystify the police, than to tell these local chaps all you know; but there is more, isn’t there?”
“Yes; there is much more; but in order to accomplish it I am compelled to mystify the local authorities—until they have made their first report on the matter; after that I will be glad to take them into our confidence.”
“In other words,” said Chick, “you want to puzzle the murderer himself, but you want the local police out here to do it for you.”
“That is precisely the idea. Now, in the first place no one at the local headquarters, where I think they have about four policemen on duty, would think of questioning a report that you or I, Chick, would leave with them. So we will drive directly to the local headquarters, where I want you, Chick, to go inside while Patsy and I remain in the car. Do you know the rest?”
“You had better tell me so that I will get it exactly as you want it.”
“They know that we were out here to-night, and they know what for, don’t they? I told you to go there.”
“Yes.”
“Say to the officer in charge at the desk merely that in passing the gate at Pleasantglades you noticed that there were tracks in the snow, showing that several men had passed in and out of there during the night; that you thought it best to mention the fact—and that is all. Come back out and get into the car, and we will drive away.”
“You mean for them to find the body, and to report that three men had been in the house and had come out again.”
“Just that.”
“But I don’t quite see the point,” said Patsy, as he climbed into the car, and Danny, having received his directions, started forward.
“It is this: The local police of course know that Pleasantglades is at the present time unoccupied, and, doubtless, it is up to them to keep it free from molestation. Your report will hurry them around there to see what the tracks in the snow mean. They will find that the chain on the gate has been filed; they will follow the tracks to the door where we entered; they will find the body of the young mistress of the house, as we saw it; they will find no indications of violence anywhere, and yet the undisputed proof that men have been there.”
“Well?” said Patsy, when he paused.
“The afternoon papers to-morrow—to-day, rather—will teem with this greatest of all recent mysteries, and whatever conclusions the local police draw from what they find, there will be the statement that at least three men entered the house. I want the murderer to see that, and read it.”
“And also to fail to find any mention of the letter, eh?”
“Precisely. I want to puzzle him, and worry him. So much for that. Here we are at the station. Go on in, Chick, and get through with it as quickly as possible.”
Chick was gone only two or three minutes, and he returned with a half smile on his face.
“Well?” asked the detective, as they started to drive on.
“The information that there were tracks in the snow, showing that men had passed in and out of the grounds over there to-night, was like an electric shock to that copper,” said Chick. “He asked me if I had examined the tracks, and I truthfully told him that I had not. Then he thanked me and I came out.”
Nick leaned forward in his seat and spoke to Danny.
“I want you to make as good time as you can to the city,” he said. “The snow is a little heavy, I know, but you ought to get there by seven, Danny.”
“Easy, sir,” was the reply.
“When you do, drive directly to the residence of Mr. J. Cephas Lynne. It is on Riverside Drive. Do you know just where it is?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, you can’t get there any too quickly to please me.”
When the detective leaned back in his seat again, Chick said to him:
“Won’t the police up there already have telephoned to him, don’t you think?”
“Sure thing,” replied the detective. “I am going there in order to see Mr. Lynne as soon as possible after he gets the information. It may be that they will be slow up there about sending it.”
“Do you mean to tell him the entire story, just as it is?”
“That is my present intention; but I haven’t finally decided upon it. I shall be governed by circumstances in that matter. Have you ever seen this J. Cephas Lynne, Chick?”
“N-no; I don’t think I have.”
“Have you, Patsy?”
“No; not that I know of. I might have seen him without knowing who he was.”
“Exactly; that is an unaccountably brilliant remark for you to make. The point is this: I have never seen the man, either. I have seen his so-called pictures, in the papers, and so have both of you, I suppose, and I have always heard the very nicest things about him that one could hear of a very rich man who is rather in society, but who keeps out of it as much as possible. I want to see him, and talk with him, and size him up, and see how he withstands this blow, before I decide just what to say to him.”
“But,” said Patsy, “you will have to give an excuse for going there at all, won’t you? We are not supposed yet to know anything about the murder—or suicide, whichever it will be called in the newspaper reports.”
“I shall go there,” replied Nick quietly, “merely as a matter of duty, to report to him what Chick has already reported at the police station up there; merely that there were tracks in the snow, showing that some persons had entered his country home.”
“It may be,” said Chick, “that he will not yet have been notified of the tragedy.”
“I think it very likely that we will find it so.”
“I don’t see——” began Patsy.
“It is this way,” said the detective, interrupting: “In this snow it will take us, from the time we left that police station, about an hour and a half to get to his house. Now, up there it will be at least half an hour before those local police find the body; they will use up certainly an hour in looking about them before it will occur to them to telephone to Mr. Lynne, and probably more; so it is likely that we will get to his house before he hears anything about it. That’s all. Think that over; and now let’s ride on in silence for a while.”
Nick told Danny to stop the car directly in front of the residence on Riverside Drive, and, leaving the others to wait for him—it had long since stopped snowing—he ran up the front steps and pressed the button of the electric bell.
But he had to ring again and again before a sleepy butler at last appeared at the door and demanded, in a tone that was both haughty and surly, to know what was wanted.
“I must see Mr. Lynne at once,” said Nick, who knew by the very attitude of the butler that no intelligence of the crime had yet reached that house.
“Well, you cawn’t see him—at seven in the morning—the idea. Mr. Lynne never leaves his room in the morning till nine, and——”
“Look here, my man,” Nick interrupted, for he had already stepped inside the doorway, and so was well inside the house, “this is a matter of the utmost importance to Mr. Lynne, and you are to take this card to him at once, and tell him that it is extremely important that he should see me with as little delay as possible. If you don’t do it, I will find my way to his rooms myself—and you will probably lose your job.”
There seemed to be no help for it, and, besides, Nick spoke with a quiet assurance that visibly impressed the butler.
Rather ungraciously he took the card, which was one of Nick Carter’s own, and departed.
He returned, too, very quickly; much sooner than Nick had anticipated.
“Please come with me, sir,” he said, with more graciousness than he had shown before.
He offered no explanation of his change of manner, but, nevertheless, the detective was not surprised to find that Mr. Lynne was dressed and was engaged in sipping his morning coffee, when he was shown into the private morning room of the master of the house.
Mr. Lynne left his chair and greeted Nick pleasantly, then indicated a chair and asked him to be seated.
“I know your name, Mr. Carter, of course,” he said, “and I cannot imagine your coming to see me at this time of day unless something of the utmost importance sent you. It is fortunate that I am about rather earlier than usual this morning, otherwise you would have had to wait. I was trying to get an early start to visit my country place. May I offer you a cup of coffee?”
“No, thank you,” replied Nick, seating himself in another chair than the one that had been indicated. He always liked to sit, if he could, so that the light shone upon the features of the man he was talking with.
“What is the important business that brought you to me, Mr. Carter?” Mr. Lynne asked, affably enough, but with much of the air of one who was bored by the entire proceeding—and as if nothing could convince him that it was really of vital importance.
Somehow Nick did not like the man, although there was no reason why he should not do so.
But there was something about him which did not seem to the detective to be quite genuine.
“In referring to your country place, you mean Pleasantglades, I suppose?” Nick asked, in reply to the question.
“Most certainly,” raising his brows.
“In that case, and if you were going there at once, it was perhaps unnecessary that I should have called at all, for you would presently have discovered for yourself what I have come to tell you,” said the detective. “I have just come from there, and I came to tell you that——”
The cup of coffee which Mr. Lynne was holding in one hand unaccountably slipped from it and crashed to the floor, and, as that gentleman bent forward to pick it up, he said:
“How stupid of me. Please go on, Mr. Carter.”
CHAPTER IV.
A MAN, OR A MONSTER?
Nick Carter looked at the man closely.
“Mr. Lynne, were you out with your car last night?” he asked abruptly.
“Really, Mr. Carter,” was the slow reply, given with another raising of the eyebrows, “you amaze me. You send up word to me that you have information of the utmost importance; I receive you because I recognize the name on your card as representing one of the greatest detectives of modern times, and I assume that your important news must really be important, or you would not have come here at all; then you say that the important information you have has something to do with Pleasantglades, and in the next breath you ask me if I was out with my car last night. Will you be good enough to tell me why you are here?”
The cordiality and affability had all gone from his voice now, and it was cold, distant, and genuinely the one of a man who is not accustomed to being intruded upon for nothing.
“Would you mind answering the question?” Nick replied, with equal coldness. “My important information will follow at once.”
“Before I reply to any questions at all, Mr. Carter, I must ask for the information; or, at least, for the character of it,” was the reply.
“Very well. Pleasantglades was entered last night, I believe. One of my assistants has already given the information to the local police.”
“Is that all?” exclaimed the millionaire, with an air of great relief. “I really thought it might be something else; that the place was burned down, or something of that sort. It was good of you to come here yourself to tell me, however. I appreciate it.”
“Thank you. Now, will you reply to my question?”
“About the car? What has that to do with it?”
“Merely that it might have been yourself who visited Pleasantglades last night—or very early this morning.”
“Oh! I see. No, I was not there, nor near there, in fact.”
“Nor your car, either?”
“My dear, sir, I have three cars. Which one do you refer to?”
“To any one of them. Do you know where all three of the cars were last night?”
“No; but I could easily ascertain, if it is important.”
“It may prove to be quite important, sir. One of your cars was there last night.” This was merely a guess on Nick’s part, but he thought best to make it at that point.
“At Pleasantglades?” asked the millionaire, elevating his brows again. It seemed to be a favorite gesture of his.
“Yes; or near there.”
“Then it was entirely without my knowledge. I will inquire about it at once;” and he started to leave his chair.
But the detective interrupted him.
“Please keep your seat a moment longer, Mr. Lynne,” he said. “Of course it is not likely that you will know just what happened at your country place last night, until the local police have investigated, but there are a few questions which you might answer me, if you care to do so, which might be important.”
“Pardon me, but I don’t quite see what you have to do with it, Mr. Carter. You have not been asked for an opinion.”
Nick shrugged his shoulders, determined not to pay any attention to this man of so many attitudes.
“You have a daughter, Mr. Lynne. Do you happen to know where she is at this moment?” he asked.
The man sat up straight in his chair, grasping both arms of it tightly so that his knuckles stood out white and distinct. His brows drew together in a straight frown, and in a voice that was entirely unlike any that he had used before, so harsh was it, he exclaimed:
“Really, sir, you go too far. You exceed——”
“Do you know if your daughter went to Pleasantglades last night?” Nick interrupted him.
“I know that she did not go there. But what——”
“She did go there.”
It was an interruption, but it was a very quiet one; yet the four words were said with such a precise enunciation that the man stared at the detective for several seconds before he at last exclaimed:
“What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. Your daughter went to Pleasantglades last night. I wished to know if you were aware of the fact, and if you could tell me who accompanied her.”
The reply was cool, cutting, and precise.
“I will answer no to both your impertinent questions, and will ask what the devil business it is of yours, anyhow. You have intruded here upon my quiet morning, and now I will ask you to——”
“Just one moment, Mr. Lynne, if you please. If you could forget your dignity, and the position you occupy, and the millions you possess for just a moment, and come down to earth, it would not be amiss. I have heard many things about you, sir, and never an unkind one. I have had the highest estimate of your personal character until this moment, when you fly into a rage over nothing at all. You received me pleasantly enough when I came, but the moment I mention Pleasantglades, your entire attitude changes. Is it because you were going there, to-day?”
The millionaire had leaned back in his chair again while the detective was talking, and was smiling now, with a certain superciliousness that would have been an insult under any other circumstances.
“I am greatly indebted to you for your good opinion of me,” he said, with cool insolence. “Have you been—er—drinking?”
“No,” replied the detective calmly.
“Then will you be good enough to tell me exactly why you have made this call upon me?”
“I came, Mr. Lynne, to tell you that your daughter did go to Pleasantglades last night; that she arrived there about two o’clock this morning; that she entered the grounds and the house; that she is there now.”
“That she is there now? What do you mean? Has something happened to her? Has she been injured? And why should she go there at all?”
“Something has happened to her, Mr. Lynne,” said Nick slowly—for the life of him he could not feel sympathy for this man whom he had gone there prepared to like immensely, and to sympathize with greatly, and to offer every talent that he possessed—“something very serious indeed has happened to her.”
The man got upon his feet, white now to the lips, and the hands with which he grasped the back of the chair upon which he had been seated, trembled visibly; and all the while the detective never took his eyes from Lynne’s face. He wanted to sympathize with the man and could not, and for once in his life he was entirely at fault as to what judgment to pass, or to understand why he hesitated to form one.
There was not an expression of feature, not a line of the face, not a motion of any part of the body of the man before him that was lost upon the detective at that moment, for he could not believe that any man could be guilty of connivance at the death of his own daughter—and yet had he been a stepfather instead of a father, or had he borne any other relation than he did to that beautiful dead girl, Nick Carter would unhesitatingly have pronounced him the murderer then and there.
“What—what has happened to her—to Edythe?” faltered Lynne.
“She—is—dead,” was the slow reply.
“God!” cried the man, and dropped again upon the chair, and then his arms upon the tray filled with dishes, scattering them right and left, and burying his face in his arms; and Nick Carter could not help thinking that John Drew or Bob Hilliard could scarcely have done it better.
The reader must not misunderstand.
Nick Carter did not really suppose that this man was the murderer of his own daughter—but the only reason why he did not was because he could not bring his mind to believe such a monstrous thing.
But, all the same, the detective could not get it out of his mind that this millionaire had been acting a part from the moment the detective entered the room; and that the dramatic climax that had just occurred, with the scattering of the dishes, and all, was not in keeping with the attitude of thoroughbreds, when they receive a blow.
They take it standing, full in the face, and there is never even a touch of the dramatic about it.
The detective made no move forward. He waited; and presently, after a moment of silence, Lynne raised his head, then got upon his feet again, and with an apparent effort at calmness he said, half brokenly:
“Tell me about it.”
“I have told you about it, Mr. Lynne.”
“But—what does it mean? What killed her? What happened?”
“Who can know what happened, who was not there to witness what happened?”
“But—you keep me in doubt. I do not know what you mean.”
“The body of Miss Lynne is in the parlor of her own private suite of rooms; it is upon the divan couch, among the pillows, as if she had thrown herself there to rest. Her left arm extends along the top of the pillows; her right one hangs over the edge of the couch, and on the rug beneath the right hand there is an empty vial that has contained prussic acid. That is as much as I can tell you.”
“Suicide? Do you mean that she killed herself?”
“Appearances would point to such an answer, Mr. Lynne. Do you know of any reason why your daughter should have killed herself? or why she should have thought of doing so?”
“No, no, no! Why should she do such a thing?”
“That is what I came here to ask you?”
“But, if she did not do it herself, who could have done it?”
“That is another question that I wished to ask of you.”
“But there is no one, no one.”
“Are you quite sure of that?”
“Oh, you have shocked me so that I do not know what to answer. It is all so amazing; so unbelievable. Was there nothing—did you find nothing to indicate that another, or others, had been there with her?”
“The local police, up there, will report to you on that point, Mr. Lynne. They were going to the house to investigate when I started for the city to tell you about it. It seems to me that you should have heard from them before this; but, perhaps, they would consider it a wiser course to send a messenger to break the news.”
And then, as if in reply to the thought of Nick Carter, there was a tap at the door, and the butler again made his appearance.
“An officer of the police to see you, sir,” he said to his master.
“Show him up; show him up at once,” was the reply, and the owner of so many millions began to pace the floor, wringing his hands, and showing every appearance of great excitement.
“If I were you, sir, I would calm myself, and hear quietly what this man has to report,” said the detective, at the same time drawing back toward a far corner of the room.
CHAPTER V.
TRAGIC NEWS.
The officer who came from the local police near Pleasantglades was of that stolid order which, while they can perform a duty perfectly, and carry out orders to the letter, have little originality, and no initiative.
If this man had possessed either he would have noticed the great excitement under which Mr. J. Cephas Lynne seemed to be laboring, and which he was apparently trying hard to suppress; but, seemingly, he did not see either, but, the moment he entered the room, began:
“I have come, sir, to report to you that Miss Lynne was found dead in the parlor of her own rooms at Pleasantglades shortly after four o’clock this morning.”
It was evident that he was awed to be in the presence of the “great man,” the millionaire of the neighborhood, where he had been born and had lived all his life, which had not been so many years at that.
This time Mr. Lynne did not go to pieces as he had done before; there were no more dramatics; no more theatricals—for Nick could not but regard them so, although he tried to tell himself that he must be mistaken.
But there was no doubt of the fact that Lynne’s hands were shaking, and that he found it difficult to steady himself properly. He motioned toward a chair—which, as it happened, stood with its back toward the detective, and so it was that the messenger had no idea of the presence of Nick Carter in the room.
“Sit down,” said the millionaire. “Now, tell me all you know.”
“Yes, sir. It was this way. At four o’clock this morning word was brought to the station house that tracks had been discovered in the snow, showing that some person, or persons, had passed through the gate at Pleasantglades. Our captain was immediately called from——”
“Oh, never mind that. What did you find?” interrupted the stricken father.
“We found, sir, the tracks where four men had gone into the place and come out again.”
“Four?”
“Yes, sir. It had been snowing, so we could tell that one of them had gone in and come out again, before the visit of the other three.” (That meant Nick’s first entrance.)
“Well, go on.”
“It wasn’t very long after the first one came out, to judge by the tracks, before the other three came along, and maybe they only found the gate open—we can’t say as to that. But they went inside, and into the house, too.”
“How did they get into the house? Quick. Tell me what you found inside the house.”
“They picked the lock, sir. They had all been to the room where we discovered the dead body of Miss Lynne.”
This time Lynne bowed his head upon his hand, where his arm rested upon the table, and the detective felt a qualm of pity for him then, for the first time, for he could see that the man was trembling violently, and he wondered if it had been acting after all, and if the grief of the man had not been real.
“Tell me about that,” said Lynne. “You can give me the other particulars later.”
“Yes, sir. Our chief thinks it likely that she killed herself, sir; he told me to say to you that he would suppose there was no doubt of it at all, if it were not for the tracks in the snow.”
“What have they to do with his opinion?” demanded Lynne.
“Well, sir, the chief doesn’t think that they would likely have anything at all to do with it, if it were not for those other tracks—of the man who went there first, and who came away before the other three got there.”
Nick saw Lynne clutch the table, then rise to his feet and cross the room, where he opened a cabinet, and helped himself to a glass of brandy; and the policeman from the outlying district went stolidly on:
“Our chief thinks, sir, that the other three were probably tramps who happened along, and, finding the gate open, went inside; that they followed the tracks to the door, and found, perhaps, that the door was left open, too, and so they went on in. At least, that is his opinion, sir.”
“I understand. Well, what more?”
“The chief wanted me to tell you, sir, that, while everything there gives the appearance of suicide, there is still a large chance that it may be a case of murder.”
“Murder? Murder? No, no, not that. Not murder.”
“Yes, sir, that is what our chief told me to tell you; but he wanted me also to ask you what you thought about it. If you think it was suicide, why, then, it is suicide. That is what he said, and I was to take back your say so as to that.”
“My say so? What do you mean?”
“Well, sir, the chief thought that perhaps you might know something to lead you to express an opinion one way or the other, and that he would be glad to follow your opinion, no matter what it is.”
“You—you haven’t—told me yet what was found in the room. Was there evidence of a struggle?”
“No, sir; nothing at all of that sort. Everything was as orderly as possible, and we could not find that a single thing had been stolen or disturbed. There was only the young lady upon the couch with the little bottle under her right hand on the floor, and she was as peaceful and still as if she was asleep.”
“Was nothing else found there?”
“No, sir; and that is what puzzles the chief. He thinks that if the young lady went there to kill herself, she would have left a letter or something of the sort. But there was nothing of that kind, at all. She was just there; that’s all.”
“But who could have murdered my daughter?” It was almost a cry, and yet Nick Carter could not rid himself of the idea that the emotion of it was not entirely real.
“The chief thinks, sir, that if it was a murder—and he is inclined to think it was—the man did it who went there with her.”
Nick could have smiled under less tragic circumstances, so pleased was he by the turn that the talk had taken.
“By the man who went there with her? What——” began Lynne.
“Yes, sir. There weren’t any tracks of hers to be found, of course, but we figured it out that her feet are so small and she is so light in weight, that the snow would have hidden her tracks so that we were unable to find them, while the tracks of the man, when he went to the house, can still be seen.”
The reader will understand that this man was referring to the tracks that Nick Carter had made when he first entered the house, and to the tracks that he made again when he came away from it and went after his two assistants to take them back there with him. The tracks that Nick had found, that took him into the house, could no longer be discovered, of course.
“Does the chief think that some person, a man, went to that house with—— What are you talking about, man?”
“That is what the chief thinks. That somebody went there with her—or took her there by force.”
“By force?”
“Yes, sir.”
“But that is preposterous.”
“Drugged her, sir, maybe, and carried her there; or carried her there without drugging.”
“It is outrageous!”
“Yes, sir. You see, sir, she wouldn’t go there alone, at that time of the night, unless she did it with the intention of killing herself—and to tell you the honest truth, sir, the chief doesn’t think she did kill herself—unless you prefer that he should think so, Mr. Lynne.”
“Do you mean——”
“Wait a minute, sir. I’ll try to explain.”
“Do so, then.”
“Down on the corner we found the tracks of an automobile, where it had been standing a long while. There were tracks of men’s feet around it, where they had stood beside it, and smoked and talked while they were waiting for somebody. Whether that has any connection with the case, or not, the chief does not know, but he suggests that the men there, waiting, were confederates of the one who went into the house with Miss Lynne, or who carried her there, and that they took her there for the purpose of robbing the house.”
“This is a fine case that you and your chief have built up over the body of my poor daughter, isn’t it? You may return to your chief and say to him that no man went to that house with my daughter, unless she was dead before they went there—and in such a case it would hardly be necessary that she should be taken there. I do not know of any reason why she should have killed herself, but I presume a letter will be found somewhere which will tell me about it, if such was her intention.”
“Yes, sir; I suppose so, sir.”
“Thank the chief for his courtesy. Ask him, also, to guard the place thoroughly. I shall start at once, and possibly will arrive there before you do—and here is something to pay you for your trouble in coming here.”
“Oh, sir, I assure you——”
“That will do for the present.”
The policeman from the country district backed himself out of the room with a twenty-dollar bill in his hand, and so he did not see Nick Carter; and Nick was glad that he had not been seen, for he had already surmised that Lynne supposed Nick to have been present when all that the policeman told him had taken place.
In fact, the very first words uttered by Lynne, when they were again alone, proved that.
“Why could you not have told me all this at once?” he demanded; and then, without waiting for a reply, he sprang to his feet and dashed from the room.
Nick Carter followed him slowly, anticipating where he had gone, and, true enough, found him at the telephone impatiently awaiting an answer to the call he had given.
But it was evident that Lynne had in part recovered himself, even in that short time, for, half turning, with the receiver at his ear, he placed one hand over the transmitter, and motioned to the detective.
“Please don’t go, Mr. Carter,” he said. “Wait until I have finished here at the phone.”
“Very well,” said the detective, and was turning away when Lynne spoke again.
“You must pardon me,” he said, “if anything that I have said or done this morning has given you offense. I don’t think I have been quite myself. Will you wait until I am done at the phone, so that I may talk with you a few minutes before starting?”
“Certainly, Mr. Lynne.”
“This is all so horrible, so unreal, so incomprehensible. I want to know all the particulars as you know them, and something tells me that you know more than that officer told. At all events you are an experienced man, and you can—— Hello!” He turned to the phone.
“This is Mr. Lynne,” Nick heard him say. “Is that the police station?”
Evidently assured that it was, he went on:
“The officer you sent to me has just been here and gone. I have called you up to let you know that I am starting at once, in my car, for Pleasantglades, but before I start I desire to be assured that nothing whatever will be done there until I arrive. Thank you. Say to Doctor Kuhn, the coroner, that I will be grateful if he will defer all investigation in this matter until I get there. He has already decided to do so? Thank him for me. Say that I will not forget his consideration. Say to your chief that I am bringing Nick Carter, the detective, out there with me, and for that reason, if for no other, I deem it wise.”
CHAPTER VI.
A VITAL QUESTION.
“You heard what I said over the phone, Mr. Carter?” Lynne said, turning about and facing the detective. They were in a room which opened off from the library of the mansion.
“Yes,” said Nick, “I heard.”
“You will go out there with me?”
“I am not sure,” replied the detective. “I have been thinking about it since I heard you assure them that I would come. I have been up all night, Mr. Lynne, and have driven a good many miles in my car since dark last night—and I am not at all sure that I can be of any benefit to you.”
“But—Mr. Carter, if I particularly request it? If I assure you that money is no object to me in this matter, and——”
“Neither would it be any object to me, Mr. Lynne,” the detective interrupted him. “If I go there at all, it will be in behalf of justice to the beautiful girl who was your daughter.”
“That is precisely why I wish you to go, sir. I hope that you will consent to do so.”
“I will consent to go with you on one condition, Mr. Lynne,” was the reply.
“What is that?”
“That during the ride out there you will freely and frankly reply to any and every question I may ask you, without offense, without considering any of them an impertinence, and with an eye single to discovering the truth about this mystery—and I warn you that I may ask questions that will both startle and offend.”
“Very well, sir; I accept the condition.” He spoke with a quiet dignity now that entirely changed the man; that made him appear for the first time just as Nick Carter had expected to find him.
“And there is one more, Mr. Lynne; a very small one this time.”
“Yes? What is it?”
“It will be nearly an hour before I will be ready to start. My own car is in front of your door, and my two assistants are waiting for me. I must drive with them to my house. If you care to pick me up with your car, there, in just three-quarters of an hour from now, I will be ready to accompany you.”
“So be it, Mr. Carter. At eight-forty-five, then, I will call for you.”
Nick got into his own car in silence, and said nothing at all until, with Chick and Patsy, he was in his own house, where he led the way at once to his study. Then——
“Lynne has asked me to take the case—or, rather, he has asked me to drive out there with him, and I have consented. I will tell you both, frankly, that I do not know what to make of Mr. J. Cephas Lynne. He puzzles me. He is, all at once, almost as interesting as the crime. I am going out there with him in his car, more for the purpose of studying him at close range, and to see him on the ground where the crime was committed, than for any other reason.”
“You don’t mean to say——” Chick began, but the detective interrupted him.
“No, I do not mean to say anything, Chick, only that this case has developed strange possibilities, some of which are almost unthinkable. Now, let’s not discuss generalities. I haven’t yet had an opportunity to get the opinion of either of you, concerning the crime itself, and how it was brought about, and before I start I want both. Chick, I will have the result of your thoughts first.”
“I’ll ask a question before I give it, then.”
“Very well.”
“Have you questioned Lynne as to the manner in which his daughter was supposed to have passed the evening, last night?”
“No; I have not.”
“So you have no idea as to that?”
“None whatever, more than you have, judged by her costume. She was at a function of some sort, somewhere, or, at least, dressed to attend one, whether she went to it or not. Now, Chick, let us hear what you have to say.”
“Well, it isn’t very much—only a general thought on the subject.”
“I know.”
“The house out there has been closed for at least two months. Miss Lynne would never have gone there of her own accord, at such an hour. If there had been some article there that she wanted to get, she would have selected another hour for going; therefore she made the journey at the behest of another person.”
Patsy nodded emphatically, and Nick said:
“We both indorse that.”
“The question arises then,” said Chick, “as to who would have influence enough over her to persuade her to do such a thing? What manner of man could have done it? Was it a relative? Or was she persuaded to go there by some person who may have had a hold of some kind over her father, and was she persuaded to go there because she believed she was serving him?”
“No; I don’t think that last,” replied the detective.
“I’d like to speak my little piece right here and now,” said Patsy, rather sharply for him.
“Well?”
“Edythe Lynne was persuaded to visit that house last night by a lie. No matter what she imagined the reason to be, it was a lie, and it was sufficient to her to compel her to do something that she would never have thought of doing had not her feelings been wrought upon almost to the point of hysteria.”
“Good,” said Chick.
“Go on, Patsy,” said Nick Carter.
“Now, what kind of a lie could have been told to her to take her to that house in the company of a man at the dead of night? What man could tell her such a lie, and make her believe it? What man, who could tell her such a lie and make her believe it, would yet be closely enough related to the family to make that house the object of the night call? And why did she hesitate so long in the automobile before she consented to enter the house, after she arrived there?”
“You answer those questions yourself, Patsy,” said the detective.
“I’ll answer it like this: My present belief is that Edythe Lynne went to Pleasantglades with her own father, and that when she got inside the house and found that she had been lured there by a lie, and that it was her father who had lied to her, she killed herself.”
“No, Patsy, no,” said the detective sharply.
“Wait. That after she had done so, her father realized the terrible predicament he was in; the impossibility of explaining it satisfactorily; the talk and the scandal that the whole affair would make, and, in short, that he then prepared the evidence we found to point to a deliberate suicide.”
“Patsy, part of your theory sounds good; the rest of it is not to be thought of,” said Nick. “I am now of the opinion, myself, that she went there with her father, and that—— No, I can’t say it yet. But all this, lads, leads us to just one thing, and that is what I asked you to this room to listen to.”
Both assistants looked eagerly at their chief, and he continued:
“Is J. Cephas Lynne, as we know him, her father? Was he her father?”
Chick and Patsy looked at each other, then back again at the detective.
“I am going out there in the car with the man to study him,” the detective continued. “I want you both to start out at once, wherever you please, to get for me all the information, that is obtainable regarding both, the father and the daughter. I want you to dig up every scrap of information you can find about both of them. Was he her father? Find that out for me beyond the shadow of a doubt either way, before I return. That is all.”
The detective glanced at his watch, and turned away.
“I’ve got fifteen minutes before he arrives here,” he said, and left them to themselves in the study.
Ten minutes later he came out of a cold plunge, put on a complete change of clothing, shaved, and at the time appointed was ready for the arrival of Lynne’s car.
It came, about five minutes late, and the detective ran down the steps to meet it before it had stopped before the door.
The day was bright, cheerful, and sunny, and the weather was almost warm; under ordinary circumstances a better day could not have been selected for such a journey.
Nothing was said between the two men beyond a greeting, when Nick first entered the car, which was driven by one of the Lynne chauffeurs; but as it was a limousine body, the passengers could talk in comfort and at their ease as it sped along.
“Now, Mr. Lynne, are you ready?” Nick asked presently.
The man looked around at the detective quickly, with a half-startled air; he had evidently been absorbed in his thoughts; and he asked:
“Ready for what?”
“For the questions that I wish to ask.”
“Yes, I think so. What are they, Mr. Carter?”
“There are many of them, and some are what you might call intimate,” warned the detective.
“I agreed to your conditions, Mr. Carter, therefore I am prepared to reply to any and all the questions you care to ask me—provided I can do so.”
“Were you out late yourself last night?”
“I was.”
“What time did you arrive at your home?”
“At three this morning.”
“You used one of your cars?”
“Yes. I went——”
“Wait. Just reply to my questions.”
“Very well, Mr. Carter.”
“Who was your companion?”
“My—companion?”
“Yes. In the car you used last night. Who was your companion? You had one, did you not, Mr. Lynne?”
The man turned and looked closely at the detective for a fleeting instant before he replied; then, with a shrug of his shoulders, as if there were no help for introducing a disagreeable topic, or one that he would have preferred to keep out of the conversation, he said:
“Yes, Mr. Carter, I had a companion with me last night; a lady—the lady who is soon to become my second wife. I have long been a widower, Mr. Carter.”
“Thank you. The lady’s name, if you please?”
“Is it necessary to bring her into it, Mr. Carter?”
“Unless it should prove to be necessary, you may be assured that she will not be brought into it, Mr. Lynne. But I must know all the facts connected with last night. Will you tell me the lady’s name, and where she may be found, if that is necessary?”
“Really, Mr. Carter——”
“I warned you, sir, that some of my questions would be intimate.”
“Very well. The lady’s name is Mrs. Madge Hurd Babbington. I need not tell you her address, since everybody in society knows that.”
CHAPTER VII.
PROBING A MYSTERY.
It was true.
Everybody in society, and a great many who were not knew the name of Madge Hurd Babbington; knew about the remarkable beauty and talent of the young woman who had formerly been an actress, but who had married from the stage into the very elite of society; who had speedily divorced her first husband and married a second one, who had died within a year afterward.
Both her husbands were supposed to be rich, but the first one had so cleverly arranged his wealth that in the divorce proceedings the plaintiff had been able to secure but very little; and it was found after the death of her second husband that his supposedly large fortune had dwindled to little or nothing.
Since her widowhood Mrs. Babbington’s name had been linked with several in a supposed approaching marriage, but Nick could not remember that he had read anywhere that Lynne was one of them.
As for the woman herself, nothing had ever been whispered against her in any form that the detective could recall, and he thought to himself that, if Lynne had really been with her all that time and could establish that fact, it would prove an effectual barrier to all the suspicions he felt, yet did not want to feel.
“Where were you?” he asked, after a moment of thought.
“We attended a reception at the home of Madame de Seville.”
“Was Miss Lynne at that reception?”
“She was.”
“Who was her escort, if she had one?”
“I took her there myself.”
“Did you also take her home again?”
“I did.”
“At what time?”
“She complained of not feeling well, and it was, I should say, about midnight, when she sought me out and asked me to send her home. I took her to the car that was waiting, and entered it with her. I drove home with her.”
“Did you enter the house with her?”
“No. She said it was unnecessary. I returned at once to the reception.”
“Did you see her enter the house?”
“No. I have thought about that since this—this terrible thing has happened. I supposed I had seen my daughter enter her home, but, as I recall it now, I only saw her mount the steps in front of it. I did not actually see her enter the house.”
“You took your daughter to the reception with you—was Mrs. Babbington with you at that time?”
“No. It had been arranged that we were to meet at Madame de Seville’s. It was my intention to take them both in my car when we came away.”
“Then your daughter was aware of the engagement between you and Mrs. Babbington?”
“If you will pardon me for just one word of protest, Mr. Carter, I confess that I do not in the least see what all this private matter has to do with the subject in hand.”
“Did your daughter know about the engagement?” Nick asked again, without a change of his tone.
“She did not,” replied Lynne, with just a little show of heat. “It was my intention to tell her about it last night. The fact that she did not feel well, and that she wished to return home early, spoiled that intention.”
“Miss Lynne was well enough to start for the reception, but not well enough to remain, so I assume that she became ill after she arrived there—or do you suppose that she only pretended to be ill?”
“In the light of what has happened since, I can only suppose that she purposely deceived me, since in some manner, as soon as she parted with me, she must have started for Pleasantglades, though why——”
“What is there, at Pleasantglades, that could have drawn her there last night?”
“Nothing. Not a thing in the world that I know about.”
“Nothing that you can surmise?”
“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”
“When you returned to the reception after leaving your daughter at the door of your own home, did you remain there?”
“No; truth to tell, I did not.”
“What did you do, and where did you go?”
“Really, Mr. Carter, one would suppose——”
“We need suppose nothing at all, Mr. Lynne. You agreed to reply to my questions.”
“But all this is so preposterous.”
“Do you keep all your promises as unwillingly as you are adhering to this one?” Nick asked sharply.
“You are making it rather hard for me, Mr. Carter.”
Nick turned quickly to the man, and said sharply:
“Lynne, do you wish to be charged with the murder of your own daughter? If not, answer my questions.”
“My God, Carter, what do you mean by that?”
“Just what I say. Who is there but yourself who could have induced Edythe Lynne to go to Pleasantglades after midnight last night? Do you know such a man?”
“No, no; I do not.”
“Then reply to my questions. What did you do, and where did you go, when you returned to the reception after leaving your daughter?”
“I sought Mrs. Babbington at once, and told her about Edythe. I suggested that we had had enough of the party, and she agreed with me. She sent for her wraps, and we left there at once.”
“Where did you go?”
“To her home.”
“It was then what time?”
“Approximately one o’clock; perhaps a trifle later. I am not sure.”
“You entered the house with her?”
“I did. There is, on the first floor, a room that she calls her ‘cozy room,’ and we seated ourselves in there. We were talking over our future plans, and time passed more swiftly than I supposed. It was nearly three o’clock before I was aware of it. I left there, then, and went home.”
“In your car? Was that waiting for you?”
“No. I had sent that on to the garage. I told the chauffeur that I would not need him again. Surface transportation and the subway were sufficient.”
“You arrived home, you say, at three o’clock?”
“Approximately that, yes.”
“When I called upon you this morning you were preparing to go to Pleasantglades?”
“I was.”
“What was the business that was taking you there?”
“Nothing of importance. You probably do not know it, but there is a burglar-proof vault beneath the north wing of the house at Pleasantglades. It was built there, when that wing was built, five years ago. The existence of it has been kept a secret. In that vault are some heirlooms and jewels, and other things of value—in fact, there is a fortune there, Mr. Carter, in jewels, securities, and bonds.”
“You were going there this morning, then, to visit that vault?”
“Yes.”
“For no other reason?”
“No; to tell you the truth there are some jewels there which I wished to present to my fiancée to-day. It happens to be her birthday. That was the reason for my proposed visit.”
“Your daughter knew of the existence of the vault?”
“Of course.”
“And what it contains?”
“No, only in a general way.”
“Mr. Lynne, who has had charge of the keys to the lock on the iron gate, at Pleasantglades? or where were they kept?”
“I always kept them in my own possession—there are three of them, and you use one after another in opening the lock.”
“I know. Where are those keys now?”
“I do not know.”
“You don’t know? Why don’t you know?”
“I thought I knew exactly where they were until after you had gone from my house this morning. But when I went to get them, they were not in the place where I keep them. They had disappeared—and there is only one explanation: my daughter must have taken them.”
“Again, where did you keep them?”
“In a small safe in my own sleeping room.”
“A combination safe?”
“Yes.”
“Did Edythe know that combination?”
“Yes.”
“How is that?”
“How is what?”
“How does it happen that she knew the combination of that private safe, in your sleeping room, where doubtless you kept things of an exceedingly private nature?”
“Oh, as to that, there is nothing so very private in that safe. Edythe knew the combination, because it was only yesterday that I had occasion to send her to the safe for some papers I wanted, and I gave her the combination at that time.”
“Has she never known it before?”
“I don’t think so.”
“What sort of locks are on the doors of that vault you have partly described, at Pleasantglades?”
“There are two combination locks on the outer doors, two more on the inner doors.”
“So it requires the knowledge of four combinations to get into the vault?”
“Yes.”
“Did Edythe know those combinations?”
“She did at one time. Whether she remembered them or not, I could not say.”
“How did it happen that she knew them at all?”
“She wrote them down for me in the little book where I keep them. I remember now, at that time I suggested to her that it would be well if she kept copies of them, in case anything should happen to me, and I think she did so, although the subject has never been mentioned between us since that time.”
“Wouldn’t it have been better to have deposited copies of the combinations with your bankers, or in one of your safe-deposit boxes in the city, to be used in case of accident to yourself?”
“I suppose so. In fact, that has been done; but I did not think of it at the moment. I preferred that Edythe should hold the secret herself.”
“I see,” said Nick. “Well, perhaps it was as well.”
CHAPTER VIII.
DIGGING PITFALLS.
There was another short pause, and then, with a sudden change of the subject, the detective asked:
“You did not look for the keys to the padlock on the gate till after I had left you this morning, Mr. Lynne, did you?”
“No. I did not.”
“Why did you look for them, even then? You must have known that they would not be needed, since the police are already in the house.”
“From force of habit, I suppose; and then, too, it occurred to me to see if they were in their place, since Edythe must have found a means of entering the grounds.”
“I see. I see,” said the detective.
The car was at the moment approaching an out-of-town drug store before which was one of the familiar Bell telephone signs, and Nick bent forward and signaled to the chauffeur to stop.
“I want to ask you to excuse me for a moment, Mr. Lynne,” he said. “I have thought of something concerning which I must telephone back to the city; but it will keep me only a moment after I get the number. I see there is a telephone here.”
He opened the door and left the car before Lynne could more than nod an assent, and in the store he called for his own number, and presently got Joseph, his man, on the phone.
“Joseph,” he said, “Chick or Patsy will communicate with you before very long. When either of them do that, I want you to direct for me that one of them be at the house to reply to a telephone call from me at one o’clock.”
“Yes, sir,” came the reply.
“If by any chance either should find it impossible to be there at one, I will call again at two and at three, and so on. You understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
“That’s all.”
When he returned to the car he noticed that Lynne regarded him rather strangely, as if the man had not exactly liked the idea of that telephone message; but Lynne only said:
“It did not take you long, Mr. Carter.”
“No; it concerned merely an instruction I wished to send to one of my assistants. And now we will resume our conversation. You were abroad nearly all of last summer, were you not, Mr. Lynne? I seem to remember seeing such a report in one of the papers.”
“Yes. I was away the entire summer, as a matter of fact.”
“Your daughter did not accompany you?”
“No. She remained at Pleasantglades in the care of a chaperon. She did the entertaining for both of us.”
“It occurs to me, also, that I saw something in the papers at the time—some time during the summer, relative to your being very ill while you were abroad.”
“Yes; that is unfortunately quite true. I was traveling in Switzerland at the time I was taken ill.”
“You were traveling alone at the time, were you?”
“I had my man with me—my valet. He was also seized with the same malady, and he died of it, poor fellow.”
“Oh, yes; I remember about that now. You were at a mountain inn, or something of the sort at the time, as I remember the account. What was the malady? What was the trouble?”
“We were poisoned by something that we had eaten, but whether it was at table, or during one of our wandering expeditions, I never did know. But it was awful while it lasted. The regular old-fashioned cramps, you know, and all that. There were some hours when I thought I was to die, also. It was then that I cabled to my daughter. I suppose that is how the news about it got into the papers over here.”
“How long was your valet ill, before he died?”
“Let me see—I was suffering so myself that I scarcely remember much about the duration of time. It was morning—about ten o’clock when we were taken with the cramps, and at precisely the same moment, too, strange to say. I think it must have been about three, that afternoon, when Thomas died. He was a great loss to me.”
“You say you were at an inn? Wasn’t there something about being seized with illness while in the mountains, and finding your way to the inn afterward alone?”
“Surely. That was it. We were, as a matter of fact, all alone when we were seized. Some mountaineers found us and gave all the assistance they could, and afterward helped me back to the inn.”
“You did not immediately recover from that attack, did you?”
“No. I was ailing for a long time after that—several weeks, in fact; but the effect of it gradually passed away. I think it was the shock of losing Thomas in that manner that affected me as much as anything.”
“He had been with you a long time?”
“Yes. He was, in fact, a distant relative, strange as it may sound to you.”
“A relative, serving as your servant? That is strange.”
“Oh, it was quite generally known among my intimates. Thomas’ name was Lynne, also. He was a cousin so far removed that you could hardly call it a relationship; and, after all, he served more in the capacity of companion than servant.”
“I see. A mutually agreeable relation, eh?”
“Entirely so. I had offered him better things many times, but he preferred the life of ease and luxury and travel that he had with me, even in the capacity of valet, to the undertaking of more arduous things. He was rather a strange character, Mr. Carter.”
“Rather an odd one, I should say. How long a time had you borne that relation to each other?”
“Nearly twelve years. He came to me at the time of the death of my wife. I had been in communication with him before that, seeking to do something for him, for I dislike to have it said that I have neglected poor relations. I sent for him then, and asked him to be my secretary—and that is really what he was. My secretary, although he performed the other services, also.”
“I see. How long have you been at home, Mr. Lynne?”
“Not more than six weeks; just about that. I joined a shooting party over there, which kept me longer than I intended to stay.”
“Your house at Pleasantglades was closed when you returned?”
“Yes. Edythe had returned to the city long before that.”
“So she was at home when you did return, I suppose.”
“No. She had gone on a trip to California with a party of friends in two or three private cars.”
“When did she return from that trip, Mr. Lynne?”
“Only last week.”
“It must have been a great joy to her to find you at home waiting for her when you had been parted so long, especially as you had been so ill while you were away,” said Nick, selecting a cigar from his case and proffering it to his companion, who accepted it mechanically, bit off the end, and also accepted the light which Nick offered him before he replied.
“It was,” he said then.
“You were here to receive her when she came?”
“No, but I arrived very soon after she did.”
“The same day, I suppose, eh? You must have arranged so that you could be together as soon as possible?”
“Oh, we did so arrange by telegraph, but I made a mistake in the schedule of the special that brought her back from her trip with her friends, so I was a little late at the meeting. But it was none the less pleasant, for all that.”
“So you met, really, only a day or two ago? I suppose she found you greatly changed, eh?”
“Not at first. She was too glad to see me for that.”
“Why do you say not at first?”
“Because later, after she had had an opportunity to observe me more closely, she decided that I had changed very much—for the better. Stouter, you know, and ruddier; and healthier. I was never very robust, until since this last trip.”
“Until since the poisoning in the mountains of Switzerland, eh?”
“Well, you see, I was so ill and down and out and all that, after that affair, that I did what I have never done before: I forced myself to the enjoyment of outdoor life—and I liked it; and it agreed with me wonderfully.”
“Just what day was it that you arrived in New York, Mr. Lynne? There was a mention of it in the paper, but it has escaped me.”
“The day before yesterday.”
“Only that?”
“Only that.”
“But in the morning, I suppose?”
“No. I arrived on the train that gets in at the Pennsylvania Station at nine in the evening.”
“And now, after being parted from Edythe so long a time, this terrible thing has happened to you. It is terrible, Mr. Lynne.”
“Ah, sir, it is more than that; it is unbearable. I am compelling myself to keep up, so please let’s not talk about that.”
“No, indeed, we will not, just at present. This engagement of yours with the lady of your choice must have been a matter of long standing, then. At least, we can find something that is pleasant to talk about in that subject.”
“Yes. Now that you know about it, I am glad to talk about it. We met—the engagement was consummated while I was abroad last summer. I had not seen Mrs. Babbington, either, for a considerable time—for several months.”
“It is rather strange that you did not hasten to her, rather than to your home, on the arrival of the train, Mr. Lynne.”
“To tell you the truth I did so, although I remained there but a moment.”
“Ah; you saw her first, then, and afterward went to your home?”
“Yes; but I was not there above fifteen minutes.”
“Tell me, had Edythe complained of feeling ill, do you know, before she started for that reception?”
“I don’t think so. I had not heard of it.”
“By the way, that butler of yours: is he the same man you had there before you went away last spring, Mr. Lynne?”
“No. He is one whom Edythe engaged while I was away. The old butler, Tompkins, who had been in my service for years, and who had grown old, wished to retire. He had quite a competence, so he could afford to do so.”
“I see. And Edythe engaged the new one?”
“Yes. She cabled me that Tompkins was leaving three months ago.”
“And what has become of Tompkins? Old servants are always interesting.”
“He has returned to his home somewhere in England.”
“Have you never heard from him since he left you? I should think that such an old servant would like you to know something about what had become of him.”
“Oh, yes, he has written to me, Mr. Carter.”
CHAPTER IX.
THE MATTER OF A CIGAR.
Nick Carter sat silent for a long time after that, and Lynne seemed quite content that he should do so.
The detective was thinking over the facts of the case as he was arranging them in sequence in his own mind, and he could see but one conclusion at which to arrive as an explanation of the mystery; if the reader has already guessed at that conclusion, so much the better, for it is not the purpose here to mystify—only to arrive at facts just as the detective arrived at them.
First, then, the known fondness between J. Cephas Lynne and his daughter Edythe.
The papers had had it, and all the world understood it, that ever since the death of the mother of Edythe Lynne the daughter had been the apple of the father’s eye.
He had taken her everywhere, escorted her to many of the places she attended, and she had seemed to prefer his company to that of the young men of her acquaintance.
She had been his thought and care, and, indeed, his whole life, ever since the death of his wife twelve years before. That was the generally accepted idea of both of them.
One never saw in the papers the mention of the presence of one of them at a function, that the other was not there; for one to be absent meant that both were absent.
Upon the occasion of his going abroad that preceding spring, the papers had commented upon the fact that it was the first time the millionaire had been known to part with his daughter for more than a few hours, or at the most a few days at a time.
But some business had arisen which had called the millionaire abroad, and which could not be avoided, and a house party had already been invited to Pleasantglades.
But it was understood, and so stated in the papers, that it was to be a hurried trip, and so, when later it was announced that he had gone to Switzerland for a little outing, there was some wonder expressed in different quarters about it.
It had even been stated at the time that Edythe would sail by the next steamer to join her father abroad, and that then had come a peremptory cable directing her to remain where she was.
But that father and daughter should have been apart for more than seven months—Nick had not known of the time of Lynne’s return until now—was utterly unprecedented.
The idea of the father’s ever marrying again, devoted as he was to his daughter, and to the memory of her mother, would have sounded utterly absurd in the ears of any one of the acquaintances who knew them well.
The whole affair had a strange look to Nick Carter, for, as he had been led to understand the character of Cephas Lynne, the detective believed him to be a man of the very highest kind of sterling qualities.
Not at all such a man as he had found awaiting him in that room in the Riverside Drive mansion that morning; not at all such a man as was now seated beside him in the limousine body of the car, riding toward the body of his dead daughter.
The man whom Nick had cast for the part of Cephas Lynne should not have resorted to theatricals when first told of her death; and most certainly he should not have discussed trivial matters with the detective now, with the relish that this man beside him seemed to take in it.
In short, the whole bearing of Mr. Lynne had been that of one desiring to avoid some subjects, and to be willing to grasp at almost any other one to avoid those that he disliked—or feared—at the moment.
That sudden illness in the mountains was an interesting feature of the whole affair to the detective, for it seemed to him that the man whom he had cast for the part of the gentleman beside him, would have hurried home to his daughter the first moment he was able to travel after it.
But something had changed the father evidently—how greatly was yet to be determined.
And that something that had brought about the change? Was the woman, whom he had met abroad, but whom he had known for a long time at home, the woman to whom he said he was now engaged to be married—could she be entirely responsible for that?
Was this another case of the devoted father who finds a sweetheart and is afraid to tell his daughter of the fact?
Not as Nick Carter believed he understood the character of J. Cephas Lynne.
Suddenly and without warning the detective reopened the subject of Mrs. Babbington. He began it by saying, as if merely for the purpose of bringing an end to the silence between them:
“So you met Mrs. Babbington abroad and discovered only then that you loved her? That is interesting. I am always interested in romances. You have known her, of course, for some years, haven’t you?”
“Yes; since just prior to her first marriage, six years ago.”
“Was it after your illness in Switzerland that you encountered her abroad last summer?”
“Yes; some time after that.”
“When you had quite recovered from your illness as a result of the poisoning?”
“While I was recuperating in Scotland. I joined a party there, little supposing that I would meet with old acquaintances.”
“Ah! and she was of the party. It is really quite a romance.”
“It turned out to be so,” was the reply, and Nick thought that he spoke with some grimness that was not entirely called for by the circumstance.
“I suppose the fact that you were so far away from home, coupled with the other one that you had been so ill, and the general romantic qualities of the air around you, brought about an understanding quite speedily, did it not?”
“We became engaged almost at once, if that is what you mean,” was the reply. And for some reason, which the detective could not name, the present aspect of the subject seemed to be distasteful to Lynne.
“But,” said the detective meditatively, as if he were trying to remember, “it seems to me that I saw somewhere a notice of Mrs. Babbington’s return to the city, a long time before your own arrival. Were you together long in Scotland?”
“We were at the same house about two weeks. We did not, unfortunately, meet again until I arrived here the day before yesterday.”
“Indeed. It would seem as if you should have made an effort to get together sooner than that, under the circumstances. I suppose you both dreaded the moment when Edythe had to be informed of the prospective relationship.”
Lynne grasped at that straw, as Nick would have called it.
“Yes; that was it,” he said eagerly. “I dreaded to tell Edythe about it; Mrs. Babbington insisted, rightly of course, that she should be told at once. I really think, Mr. Carter, that I found excuses to defer my home-coming, solely on that account.”
“No doubt. No doubt. Really, now, were there no little things that happened here in town when you knew Mrs. Babbington here, that led you to think that she might some day be your wife?”
The man turned a half angry glance upon the detective, and then the ghost of a fleeting smile appeared for an instant on his face.
“What a prober you are, Mr. Carter,” he said, with an effort at kindness, but Nick could see that it was an effort, and that there was something behind it, too.
“My dear, sir,” he said quickly, “I am trying to play the friend, as well as the enforced companion, since you want my professional services. I am endeavoring to discuss subjects that will lead your thoughts into pleasant channels. Now, for instance, when you first met your present fiancée in Scotland, you must have been greatly changed, by reason of your recent illness.”
“Indeed I was very greatly changed in every way.”
“And she saw it at once, of course.”
“Naturally.”
“And was greatly shocked by it, I have no doubt.”
“She admitted as much as that;” again there was that note of grimness in the reply.
“I suppose, quite naturally, it was a more or less delicate topic with you, Mr. Lynne.”
“Yes; it was. Still, I got over it, you know;” and this time there was a short, hard laugh, which the detective thought entirely out of place.
“The very fact of your recent illness, and your near approach to death, no doubt drew her to you as nothing else would have done.”
“I really think that that is the explanation of it all, Carter.”
“And then, too, having been much at your house—for she used to be quite friendly with Edythe, did she not?—there was not so much difference in their ages as to preclude that—she doubtless had some sort of acquaintance with that cousin of yours who was your valet, and who died?”
“Naturally.”
“She remembered him, of course?”
“Of course.”
“The relationship between you was so distant that, of course, there was no physical likeness between you, was there?”
“Oh, none at all that anybody ever spoke about.”
“All valets are smooth of face, by necessity of their calling, and you have always worn the mustache and Vandyke beard, haven’t you? Every picture of you that I have seen in the papers has had it so.”
“I haven’t shaved my face or upper lip since I entered college, and that was nearly thirty years ago,” was the quick reply.
Again the detective relapsed into silence—with a purpose.
After a moment he began to speak of the beauty of the day, for it was a perfect one, and he drew his companion’s attention to patches of the snow that had fallen during the night upon the landscape they were passing.
And while he did that he did another thing—in an utterly abstracted manner, as if he had no thought of what he was doing.
He removed his cigar case from his pocket a second time, helped himself to a cigar, and then, as if with second thought, passed the case to Lynne while he sought his match safe.
He struck the match and held the flame of it out for the other to light by, and then applied it to his own cigar; and so they smoked on in silence for another distance, until the detective said:
“We should arrive in another ten minutes now. How do you like those cigars, Mr. Lynne?”
“They seem very good, indeed. I—er—I am not much of a smoker, Mr. Carter.”
“No? You seem to take kindly to it just now. I suppose that is due to the excellence of the cigars, isn’t it?”
“It must be so.”
There was another silence after that, and a grim smile was playing upon the features of Nick Carter.
It broadened, too, when as they drew nearer to Pleasantglades, and came into the more thickly populated localities, Lynne threw the not half-smoked cigar from the window, and straightened himself suddenly.
“We will be there in a moment now, Mr. Carter,” he said.
“Yes. We will be there in a moment.”
“Need I say to you that you shall be very generously recompensed for whatever you can do to relieve me of the strain and terror of this awful business? I have no doubt that my daughter came here deliberately to kill herself. Why, I do not know; but you must help me to find that out.”
CHAPTER X.
THE CHIEF’S BEST REASON.
At the house Nick Carter found things unchanged.
Save for the presence of the policemen who were guarding it, and the local coroner who was awaiting the arrival of “the great man” of the neighborhood, there was no change.
They were a respectful, quiet lot, truly sorrowful for what had happened, and genuinely in sympathy with the man whose dearest possession had so ruthlessly been taken from him.
And he passed among them with bowed head, with his hands behind his back, not speaking to a single one of his many old acquaintances of the neighborhood who had been permitted inside the grounds to offer their sympathy.
And this, one man was heard to say, was not at all like Mr. Lynne, although he couldn’t be blamed under the circumstances.
But Lynne looked neither to the right nor the left as he advanced into the house, and, followed closely by the detective, led the way straight to the room where the dead girl waited.
At the door of it, when others would have followed him inside, he turned and spoke to one of the officers at the door in a low tone, and the officer announced:
“Mr. Lynne would like to be alone for a time. Please wait.”
But Nick, who was close behind him, stepped forward and gripped him by the arm.
“I think I had best go inside with you, Mr. Lynne,” he said, in a low tone. “It may be important, you know.”
Lynne nodded, and Nick followed him inside the room and closed the door.
While Nick paused near the door by which they had entered, Lynne crossed quickly to the divan couch, and Nick could see that he looked eagerly everywhere about the room as he did so, and that he half paused near the table where the fan and the gloves and the vanity box were still lying as Nick had left them.
But he kept on his way until he stood beside the couch, looking down upon the dead; and Nick could see that the man was shuddering, shuddering, shuddering, through his frame and shoulders, as if with something more than grief.
“I will go over to the opposite side of the room to one of the windows, until you call me,” said the detective, speaking in a kindly tone; and he did cross the room to the window, which was, however, tightly closed and one could not see out, although some one had had the forethought to have the electric lights connected. There had been no time nor reason to take down the guards at the windows.
But Nick stood there with his back toward Lynne—and he took a small mirror from his pocket, and held it, by folding his arms, so that it reflected enough of the room that was behind him for him to be able to see perfectly well all that might happen there.
And after a moment he saw Lynne turn calmly about as if to speak to him, and then, discovering that his back was turned, he saw the man leave the side of the couch and cross quickly and silently to the table, the top of which he searched with his eyes.
And Nick, even in that small mirror, could see a pained expression come into those eyes when that search was not rewarded; and he saw those eyes dart swift glances from place to place around the room, as if searching for something.
Without stooping or searching with his hands, he sought under the table as well as upon it, and an expression of amazement, and then suddenly one of relief, appeared on his features.
“Mr. Carter!” he called, after a moment, and Nick turned about.
“Yes? What is it?” he asked.
“I am ready for you to do what you please here, now.”
“Very well.”
“There is only one thing that I would like to suggest, in case you wish me to leave the room.”
“I have no wish for you to leave the room. That is for you to decide for yourself. But what is the suggestion?”
“It seems to me that my daughter could not have done this terrible thing without leaving some word for me somewhere. It seems incredible that she should take her own life in the manner she has done it, and leave no message behind her. I want to ask you to search diligently for such a message. For a letter or a written line. There must be something, somewhere.”
“Why are you so certain that she took her own life, Mr. Lynne?” Nick asked quietly.
“Why, everything points to that.”
“Do you think so? Have you considered everything, since you speak of everything?”
“Yes, yes, yes, of course I have.”
“But, nevertheless, Mr. Lynne, there is one thing that you have overlooked.”
“That I have overlooked? What is it?”
“This: Whether she took her own life or not, she was not alone in this room when she died.”
“Not—alone—in—this—room—when—she—died!”
“No, sir, she was not. There was another person here with her.”
“But, what in the world do you mean? How could you possibly know that?”
“Mr. Lynne, people who die suddenly, as she died, have their eyes wide open when they are found. Edythe’s eyes were closed—are closed, rather, and, therefore, there was some person here to close them.”
“Great Heaven, Carter, what do you mean?”
“Just what I say, Mr. Lynne. Edythe was not in this room alone when she died. There was another person here with her, who closed her eyes after death.”
“My God, Carter, is it possible that you can surmise that?”
“I do not surmise it; I know it.”
“Know it? No, no, that is impossible.”
“It is not impossible. It is a fact.”
“But——”
“Edythe died from the effects of a dose of prussic acid. People who die from prussic acid die so suddenly there is no time for a thought even. Her eyes would have been wide open now, if some person had not closed them—the murderer!”
“The murderer? Ah, no, not that.”
“Yes. I mean that.”
“But—I can’t believe it. I won’t believe it. It is impossible! It is preposterous! It is not to be thought of. Search, search, Carter; you will find somewhere a note that she has left behind her to tell of this deed. It must be so.”
“Even if I should find such a note or letter, Mr. Lynne, I would not believe it. I would deem it a forgery, made by a clever scoundrel, to deceive others. Edythe Lynne did not kill herself; she was killed!”
“But—who? Who? Who could have done such a thing?”
“Ah, who, indeed? That is yet to be determined.”
“What makes you so positive, Carter? Tell me that.” The man was making a great effort to control himself, but all of that effort might easily have been attributable to the excitement and emotion of the moment, under the harrowing circumstances, and Nick Carter was perfectly well aware of that fact.
“There are many things that make me positive, Mr. Lynne.”
“The condition of the eyes alone?”
“No. Not that alone. There are other things.”
“What other things?”
“I will not go into them now, sir. You are too greatly excited by all that has taken place since last night.”
“But tell me. Tell me.”
“I will tell you after a little, Mr. Lynne. I think, just now, we had best call the coroner inside. He has been very patient.”
And, although Lynne tried to protest, Nick stepped past him to the door, opened it, and called to Doctor Kuhn to join them.
“I think,” the detective said, when the doctor entered the room, “that you had best give your first attention to Mr. Lynne; and if I may make a suggestion, it would be that he is ordered into another room to lie down while the chief of your police and you and I make what investigation we can in this room. Don’t you agree with me?”
“I do, certainly,” replied the doctor, taking Lynne’s wrist and feeling his pulse. “You really must rest, if only for a few moments, sir,” he said, in a kindly tone to the millionaire. “You are greatly excited. Your pulse is beating like a triphammer.”
Lynne opened his mouth as if to protest, just as the big figure of the local chief of police loomed in the doorway; and somehow the sight of it seemed to change his mind, for he bowed to the policeman and spoke in a low tone to him, and passed out of the room.
Nick Carter stepped forward quickly and closed the door after him, thus shutting himself in alone with the coroner and the chief.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “I suppose you notice the great change in Mr. Lynne, since you last saw him, don’t you?”
“I certainly do,” replied the chief, with emphasis on the I. “He was always most cordial to me, and to-day he has scarcely spoken to me at all; but I suppose that is due to this affair. Poor little girl. Why, Mr. Carter, I’ve watched that girl grow up, and she seems almost like one of my own. A sweeter, purer, gentler, more lovable soul never dwelt in a human body. If I could get my hands on the fiend that did that act—I expect I’d have to go to prison myself.”
“You are convinced, then, that it was murder, chief?”
“Just as sure as can be. There isn’t the slightest doubt of it in my mind.”
“So am I convinced of it, chief. And we will get at that, presently. By the way, doctor, have you, too, noticed any especial change in Mr. Lynne?”
“Why, yes, but more in his manner than in anything else, although he is certainly much stouter and in much better general health than when I last saw him. Oh, no, I don’t know as there is so much change, after all. He has grown considerably grayer, I think.”
“I wonder—he is feeling badly, you know—if a cigar would do him any good? A cigar is a great thing for me when I am——”
“No use, Mr. Carter,” said the chief. “He don’t smoke.”
“Doesn’t smoke? Are you sure?”
“Never smoked in his life. He has often told me that. He said he used to want to smoke because he liked to see others doing it, and they seemed to get so much pleasure out of it, and he often tried it. He has told me that often.”
“And couldn’t he even learn to smoke?”
“No. At least, he said not. He has told it to me often. He couldn’t stay in a room where there was much tobacco smoke, and it used to make him mad because he could not. But there is something about tobacco that he can’t stand. He could never learn to smoke; and I call that hard luck. But come, hadn’t we better get down to business?”
“Yes, I think so. Coroner, have you discovered one of the best proofs that this is a case of murder and not one of suicide?”
“I don’t know that I have. What do you mean?”
“Have you ever seen a case of prussic acid suicide where the eyes were found closed?”
“By Jove! Mr. Carter, you’re right. No, I have not; nor anybody else.”
“Well, what did I tell you?” demanded the chief. “I knew it was murder, just because I know the little girl wouldn’t have killed herself.”
CHAPTER XI.
PLANNING A CAMPAIGN.
The three turned then to the duty in hand.
But it was only a cursory examination of the surroundings that they made, since the doctor and the chief had both already been in that room and had investigated as far as it had been possible or even necessary.
Nick stood back and a little to one side while the two approached the dead girl upon the couch, and for a moment the chief stood looking down upon her with all that adoration which a strong man of middle age feels for a pure young soul such as Edythe Lynne’s had been.
Finally he turned to the detective.
“Mr. Carter,” he said, with slow solemnity, “what I said a moment ago is true. If you had come to me and told me that this girl was dead and that she had killed herself, and that you had seen her do it, I would have told you that you were a liar. She wasn’t the sort that kills herself; not much. So far as I am concerned, the examination is over.”
He hesitated a moment, and then added, with grave dignity:
“What I want to do now, is to find that man that did it. I want to find him.”
“Do you want to find him without fear or favor?” asked the detective quietly.
“I do, sir, without fear or favor. There ain’t no man in all the world that is big enough or great enough, or near enough to me in any way, to get one grain of consideration from me if he did this thing.”
“Very well,” said Nick, with quiet decision. “We will find him. I think that I can give you both my word that we will find him within twenty-four hours—or less.”
“Do you mean that, Mr. Carter?” the chief exclaimed.
“Yes, I mean it.”
“Would you mind telling me just why you are so plumb certain about it?”
For a moment the detective hesitated. Then he said:
“Chief—and you, doctor, also—if you will be satisfied with a partial explanation for the present, I will make it; but there are reasons, and weighty ones, too, why I would very much prefer to leave the full explanation till later. Will you be satisfied with that, and trust me?”
“I will,” said the chief.
“And I, also,” announced the doctor.
“Then I will tell you this much now: This is not the first time I have been in this room since Miss Lynne was killed.”
“Not the first time? Eh? What do you mean by that?” exclaimed the chief.
“That is what I am telling you.”
“All right. Go ahead.”
“Chief, before I went to the station house last night, or very early this morning, I had been here in this room. I knew then what you would find when you arrived here with your men.”
“Then why in blazes didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I thought it best to go about the matter in the manner I have done it; and results have demonstrated that I was correct about that.”
“Well, how did you get here, that’s what I want to know?”
“As you know, I was out here on other business last night. It was about two o’clock, or shortly after that, when I passed this way. It was soon after the snow had fallen, but just then no snow was falling at all.”
“Well, well, well?”
“As I was passing the gate I saw tracks in the snow; the tracks of a man and a woman, entering the place, and the tracks of the same man, made in leaving it. At that time the lock on the gate was securely fastened.”
“Fastened? Do you mean that?”
“Yes. It was I who filed through that chain in order to enter here and discover what had happened to the woman who had come into this place, and who had not gone out again.”
“I see. I see.”
“I made my way into the house by picking the lock of the door. I had my flash light with me. I made my way to this room by following the snow tracks on the rugs and carpets, for they had not melted. It was really colder in the house than outside of it.”
“And you found—this?”
“Yes. Just as you see it.”
“So you knew, right on the spot, that a man had come here with her. You couldn’t track him away from here, could you?”
“I have tracked him away from here, chief. I am almost ready to put my hands upon him; but I haven’t sufficient proof of it yet, and the important thing that I wish to impress upon you both, right now, is that not a word of what I have told you shall be uttered to any person for the present. Will you both agree to that?”
“Surely we will. But, have you told her father about it, Carter?”
“I have just said that not a word of it should be breathed to any person. That included Mr. Lynne, also.”
“Oh; I see. Well, he isn’t to know anything, either, until you get ready to tell it?”
“Not one single idea of any of it. He must not even suppose that I had any knowledge that preceded your own, chief.”
“And the—murderer! Do you really think you have got him dead to rights?”
“I really do, chief. I haven’t one single doubt of it.”
“Then all I’ve got to say is that you’re a wonder, Carter.”
“Oh, no, it was circumstance, and chance—largely chance—that made it possible, chief.”
“Then thank Heaven for the chance. Say, where are you going to get him? Here? Or in New York?”
“Here, if I can. If not here, then in New York.”
“Do you mean to tell me that the fellow is here in this town?”
“He might be here, or he might be lured here, but wherever he is—no matter where he may be, chief, I will get him. I promise you that.”
“Shake hands, Carter. You’re a man after my own heart. You do things, and that’s what I like. And don’t you think that it even occurs to me to be one bit jealous of it all. I am only thanking Heaven that you were here to do it. I wasn’t cut out for a detective. I’m all right as a policeman, but I know my limitations, thank the Lord. And say, Carter.”
“Well?”
“From this out, you take charge of things, will you? You be chief.”
“No; I won’t do that; but if a suggestion occurs to me I will make it to you, and you can give your orders as you see fit. That will be the better way, although I don’t now think there will be any occasion for such exercise of authority.”
“Maybe not.”
“But there is one thing that I want to do at your office at one o’clock.”
The chief looked at his watch and snapped it shut.
“That will be another half hour, yet,” he said. “What is it that you want to do then?”
“I want to sit at the telephone in your private office at the station house, and do some telephoning to one of my assistants in New York—and I want you to sit beside me and listen, without questioning, when I do it.”
“That’s all right. What else?”
“I want the doctor here to join with us in a little plot of mine, to help us out.”
“You may count on me, of course,” replied the doctor, who had been listening intently.
“Doctor,” said the detective, turning toward him, “I called upon Mr. Lynne at his home in the city this morning. It was my intention to tell him then, more or less, about what I had discovered here—while I was there, chief, your man came and made his report, but I don’t think he saw me.”
“Huh; that isn’t strange. He wouldn’t see the moon at night if he wasn’t told to look at it, and then he wouldn’t see all there was of it.”
“Well, Mr. Carter?” said the doctor. “You were about to suggest something to me?”
“Yes. When I went to Mr. Lynne’s house I found him preparing to come out here. He had made all his arrangements to start early. His errand was to take something from a private vault that is built under the north wing.”
The chief nodded as if he understood. The doctor looked surprised.
“When this news was made known to him,” the detective continued, “he asked me to come here with him, and it was while on the way out that he told me about the vault. Now, he intends to visit it before he returns to the city, and for reasons of my own I wish to be with him when he does so. I am quite sure that he will have no objections to that arrangement.”
“I don’t know about that,” interrupted the chief. “He has always been mighty particular about that vault, and it surprises me that he even told you of its existence.”
“Well, he did tell me. The point is this, doctor.”
“Yes?”
“I must go now, with the chief, to the station house to do that telephoning, for that must be attended to, first, if we wish to catch the murderer. Now, if you will play your part in this affair, so that we can ultimately bring the murderer here—we will say, face to face with Mr. Lynne himself—I want you, when we leave this room, to go at once to Mr. Lynne, feel his pulse, and say or do something which will make it imperative—imperative, mind you—that he shall go home to your house with you until I call for him there on my return from the station house.”
“I think I understand you,” said the doctor.
“Insist that you must look after his health; that he must have an hour or two of rest while the chief and I are busy about other matters. If he should insist upon returning to this house, come with him. Will you do all that till we return from the station house?”
“Surely. And even if you did not have another reason, the one you have given is already sufficient. He does need the rest and a tonic of some kind.”
“The tonic he will want is brandy, doctor.”
“He was never a drinking man,” said the chief.
“Nevertheless, give him brandy if he wants it, and if it should happen that he has learned to smoke while he was away, offer him a cigar.”
“No use,” said the chief, shaking his head.
“Oh, well, one doesn’t always know. For instance, chief, what would you say if you were told that Mr. Lynne is contemplating a second marriage?”
“I should probably call the man a liar who told it to me,” was the dry response.
“Nevertheless, chief, it is true.”
“What’s that? True? It can’t be. Why, I’ve heard him express himself rather forcibly on that subject, too.”
“Nevertheless, it is true. You have heard of Mrs. Hurd-Babbington? You have seen her out here, haven’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, she is the lady in question.”
“You don’t say so.”
“Yes. And it occurs to me that a man who will so thoroughly change his opinions on the subject of marriage might also learn to smoke. And now that we understand one another, shall we go to the station, chief? And will you do your part, doctor?”
CHAPTER XII.
GETTING INTO ACTION.
Nick Carter was at the telephone in the private office of the chief of the local police.
Chick was at the other end of the wire, and the connection had just been made.
“Chick,” said the detective, “I am in the private office of the chief, here. Where are you?”
“At home,” came the reply over the wire. “It is only half an hour ago that I phoned in, and Joseph told me what was wanted, so I came here.”
“Good. Well, I have some instructions to give you; but before I do that, let me hear anything that you have to tell me.”
“I haven’t anything to tell you that amounts to a hill of beans, Nick. So far as I have been able to determine there is no reason to suppose that Lynne is not all that he appears to be. His life, as far as I have been able to find out anything about it, is as clean as a whistle.”
“I believe that. But have you found any person who knew him intimately? who has known him intimately for a number of years? I would like to find such a person as that.”
“Yes; I have found one, although he isn’t what you’d exactly call a friend—although when fellows like him are faithful, they are mighty good friends to a man.”
“To whom are you referring, Chick?”
“To a chap named Tompkins, who used to be butler——”
“What?”
“Didn’t you get that?”
“Yes. I got it all right, but are you sure that you mean Tompkins, who used to be butler for Lynne? The right Tompkins, I mean?”
“Of course I am sure.”
“I understood that he was in England.”
“England, nothing! He is right here in New York—and a bright old chap he is, too.”
“Glory be, Chick. That is the best news you could have given me. Did you tell Tompkins about the death of Edythe?”
“Yes, and the old man is heartbroken. He wants to go out there, but I told him to wait, and I would let him know whether to go there or wait here to see her. He wants to see her.”
“He shall see her, too; tell him that for me, and go to him at once as soon as you leave the phone. I want you to bring him here, in order that there may be no mistake. Now, is that all you have to tell me?”
“Yes. About all. It is all I think of now.”
“Well, before I give you your instructions, answer me a question. From time to time, during the past four or five years, you remember to have seen many items about J. Cephas Lynne in the newspapers, don’t you?”
“About a thousand of them, more or less, I should say. Why?”
“Do you remember to have seen references to his fondness for smoking?”
“Eh? For smoking?”
“Just that.”
“I remember to have seen a good many statements, mostly made in fun, I think, that he did not smoke because he could not, and that it made him sick to stay in a room where there was much of it; and I remember one circumstance where some friends played a joke upon him and induced him to accompany them to a ‘smoker,’ and that it made him deathly sick, whereupon they guyed the life out of him. Is that what you mean?”
“Precisely. I remembered that, too, but I wanted to be sure that you did, also. But, Chick, Lynne has learned to smoke and to enjoy it, too—and my cigars; and you know how strong they are.”
“Uh-huh. I’m on. What else?”
“Now for your instructions.”
“Yes.”
“Do you know where Mrs. Madge Hurd-Babbington lives?”
“I can easily find out. What about it?”
“Now, pay close attention, Chick.”
“Yes.”
“I want you to go now, at once, to Judge Masters, of the General Sessions; tell him that I sent you, and that you are carrying out my orders.”
“Yes.”
“I want you to swear out a warrant before him, on information and belief, and get him to issue it from the bench, charging Madge Hurd-Babbington with the crime of murder, in aiding and abetting one Thomas Lynne, former secretary and valet to J. Cephas Lynne, in the actual commission of that crime. Have you got that?”
There was a sharp exclamation, quickly suppressed, from the chief, who was seated near the detective, as Chick replied:
“Yes. I’ve got that. It’s going some, isn’t it?”
“A little. Then swear out a second warrant for Thomas Lynne, for murder—and have them both regular in every particular. Tell the judge that I know exactly whereof I speak; and tell him also that I want the entire matter kept absolutely still until we deliver our prisoners at the headquarters of police in New York City. Have you got all that, straight and regular?”
“Yes; but who in the world is Thomas Lynne?”
“You’ll find that out when you get here.”
“What next, Nick?”
“Take my big limousine car, with Danny to drive it. You and Patsy are to ride inside.”
“Yes.”
“Drive to the home of Mrs. Babbington. I don’t think any news about the murder here has leaked out as yet—that is, the papers that contain it will not be on the street before you can attend to all that I tell you to do.”
“There is nothing as yet, anyhow.”
“So Mrs. Babbington will listen to what I direct you to tell her.”
“Well?”
“Go to her house with the car. Tell her that Edythe Lynne is dead, out here at Pleasantglades, and that Mr. Lynne is here, very much overcome by what has happened. Say that everything in connection with the death, so far as it can be seen, points to suicide, and that Mr. Lynne is greatly overwrought by it all. Say that he wants her there with him at Pleasantglades at once, and that you have brought the car to take her there. Describe the scene in the room to her, if necessary; about the position of Edythe on the couch, the vial under her right hand on the floor—even the letter, if that should be necessary! Got all that?”
“Yes.”
“The point is to induce her to come here with you willingly. I want that done, if it is possible, and I think if you do the right kind of talking, you will have no difficulty.”
“I can do it all right, I think.”
“But, Chick, if she should balk at all, and decline to come, show your warrant, and bring her.”
“I’ll do that, too.”
“While you are after the warrant from the judge, send Patsy after that old butler, Tompkins, and instruct Tompkins to wait for you somewhere along the route you will take after Mrs. Babbington has entered the car with you. If he were out, say at the end of the subway line, waiting for you, that would be the best arrangement.”
“Why?”
“Because the minute she sees him she’ll get a scare, and I want you to have her out of the city, well on the way here, before that happens.”
“I see.”
“Wait a minute, Chick; I’ve got a better idea.”
“Well?”
“Send Ida Jones after Tompkins, or let her go there with Patsy after him; and then let her accompany him to the end of the subway to wait for the car. I don’t want any mistake to happen about getting that old servant here.”
“Why not let Patsy——”
“Do it just as I have said, Chick. That will be better and safer.”
“All right.”
“And do it all just as quickly as you know how. I want them both here just as quickly as you can get them here—and you ought to do it all, that is, you ought to get started within two hours at the most.”
“I think it can be done in an hour. The only hitch that may occur is that I may not find the woman at home.”
“I think you will find her there, Chick. I think she will be waiting for news. There is no doubt that Lynne communicated with her this morning by telephone, and that she knows now just where he has gone, and is waiting to hear from him.”
“I see.”
“At all events I will make assurance doubly sure and get the chief of police here to telephone to her, as if for Lynne, that he wants her to come out at once and that a car will call for her to bring her—but I won’t send that message until I think you are about due at her house.”
“The car is here at the door now, Nick. Patsy is here beside me, and Ida is in her room, so there will be no delay. I can be at the judge’s chambers in twenty minutes; in twenty more I will have the warrants; in fifteen or twenty more I can be at her house, so if you have the chief do that telephoning in about three-quarters of an hour, I’ll engage to be at the house within fifteen minutes after she gets it.”
“Good. That arranges it nicely.”
“Are you sure that I will find Judge Masters at his chambers?”
“Yes. I know that. I saw him yesterday, and he told me that he would be there all day. I had intended to see him to-day about that other matter of ours; tell him that that is postponed till to-morrow.”
“All right.”
“You may tell him as much about this crime as you have time to tell him. Just give him a general outline of it, so that he will understand how very serious it is.”
“Yes.”
“Just one thing more.”
“Well?”
“When you get here drive straight to Pleasantglades, and to the house. The chief will meet you at the door, and will escort the woman into the house—but I want you and Patsy to keep mighty close to her, in case she should try to do injury to herself when she discovers what she is up against.”
“All understood, Nick.”
“That is all. Now, lose no time. Get here as soon as possible. Good-by.”
When the detective turned away from the phone it was to find that the chief was staring wide-eyed at him, while beads of sweat stood out upon his forehead.
“Great Scott, Carter, is all that true?” he cried out, clenching his hands and leaning forward in his chair.
“Yes, chief, it is all true—too true,” replied the detective.
And the chief could only stare at the detective, speechlessly.
CHAPTER XIII.
A THRILLING CLIMAX.
“Well, Mr. Lynne, are you rested? Are you feeling better now?”
It was the detective who asked the question as they left Doctor Kuhn’s house together, with the doctor accompanying them, to walk the short distance back to Pleasantglades. The chief had gone on alone after the telephoning episode, saying that big as he was he had not the courage yet to meet that man without seizing him by the throat.
“Oh, yes,” said Lynne. “I am beginning to get better control of myself. I am glad that you have come. I want to visit the vault under the north wing, and I rather wanted you to accompany me when I did that.”
“Indeed?” said Nick. “Why so?”
The man shrugged his shoulders, then replied:
“I suppose I am nervous, that is all—and I cannot get it out of my head that somewhere there is an explanation for this sudden act of my daughter’s.”
“You don’t expect to find such an explanation in that vault, do you?” demanded the detective, in simulated surprise, for he had already assumed that this was what Lynne did expect to find, for the very good reason that he had arranged it, himself, to be found.
For that, and that only, could explain that paragraph of the letter which still was in hiding in one of Nick Carter’s pockets; that paragraph which was:
“The reasons why I have decided that there is no other way, you will discover soon enough, and you will feel deep regret because I did not go to you and tell you all about it, instead of doing this thing.”
The clever forger—this man, of course—who had prepared that paragraph, had also prepared the evidence to establish the meaning of it; the evidence to explain what the forged letter pretended to refuse to explain; the thing that was meant to explain why she should kill herself.
Lynne claimed that he had not been at home until the time he stated in telling Nick Carter about it, but it was certain in the mind of the detective that he had been out here to Pleasantglades before he made his presence known in New York at all, and that he had prepared everything for the moment which had now arrived. The only upset in his plans was the strange absence of the letter that he had left on the table in the room where he had committed the murder.
That was, of course, preying upon his mind, but he did not dare to ask about it, since he could have no knowledge of it, and, doubtless, he consoled himself with the idea that the chief had found it and was holding it back for some purpose of his own.
But, when new evidence should be found in the vault that there was a reason why Edythe should have killed herself, then, of course, according to his hopes, the letter would be forthcoming.
So Nick followed him into the north wing of the house; saw him draw aside the circular rug that had been made for the semioctagonal room that was there; saw him insert a key into a lock in that floor and lift a ponderous trapdoor by adjusting a lever concealed in the wainscoating which applied weights to it to pull it up; saw him snap on electric lights from a switch, and then descend iron stairs to the regions below; saw him consult a small book that he carried in his pocket, and then attack the combination locks one after another until he had opened the two outer doors, and then the two inner ones of the vault; saw him step inside and use small, flat keys upon inner compartments of the great safe, for that is what it was, and presently step back again into the presence of the detective, and show him a beautiful string of pearls, which he drew slowly and lovingly through his hands.
“This is what I came here to get—what I was coming here to get, to give to Mrs. Babbington for her birthday,” he said. “Is it not exquisite?”
“It certainly is,” replied the detective.
Then Lynne left the pearls in the detective’s hands, and returned to the interior of the great safe.
“There are some securities that I think I will take away with me, now that I am here,” he remarked, as if casually, and he opened another compartment inside the safe—and Nick felt that the moment had arrived.
It had.
Lynne suddenly started back a half-suppressed exclamation; then he cried out, with all the theatrical art that he possessed:
“No, no! It is not possible! I will not believe it. Oh! oh! oh! This is the worst blow of all!” Then he turned slowly around, and added, as one who is overcome by sorrow: “Mr. Carter, I am very sorry now that I brought you here. I might have hidden all this, and now you must know. Look. Come here and look. It is best that you should.”
The compartment into which the detective peered when he stepped forward was about half filled with bonds, which Nick saw at a glance were negotiable ones; and on the top of them, unfolded, face up, was a short note in that same hand that had written the letter found in the room of death. Here was the evidence, then, that the fiend had prepared. The note was:
“Forgive me, papa. I have only taken half, but I had to do so. I will not tell you why, only that it was not for myself, but for another. I would die rather than that you should know all the truth, and I have partly determined to die before you can know it.
“EDYTHE.”
So this fiend in human guise, not content with taking the life of that beautiful girl, that pure, sweet, young life, had attempted to steal her honor also, and had not hesitated to cast an unthinkable imputation upon her, even then.
Nick shut his fingers tightly together to keep himself from seizing the monster by the throat then and there.
But he controlled himself so that Lynne saw nothing of the danger he was in; and he reached into the compartment and took the note, folded it, and put it into his pocket.
“We must keep that out of sight for the present, Lynne,” he said, in explanation of his act. “Come; let us get out of here. The place gives me the shivers.”
As one who is bent and torn by grief unbearable, Lynne followed Nick up the stairs, after closing and locking the doors of the vault; and in that same attitude of a stricken man, he followed the detective through the north wing to the main part of the house—and they arrived at the front door just as an automobile drove into the inclosure and under the porte-cochère.
He did not even raise his eyes to discover who had arrived, since that was not in keeping with the part he was playing, and so he did not notice that it was Mrs. Babbington who was assisted from it, for Nick quickly turned him about and led him toward the room where the body of Edythe had not yet been disturbed.
The chief had his instructions from Nick, and would carry them out; and, true enough, it was only a moment later when Nick heard footsteps following them along the corridor.
The detective led Lynne into the room of death, partly closing the door after him—and a moment later it was pushed wider open again, and Mrs. Babbington stepped into the room with all the assured presence of the woman of fashion that she was.
Nick had turned Lynne so that he faced the door, and the sudden start and the awful gasp of terror that he gave when he saw and recognized the woman, could not be described.
“You, you, you!” he cried out, and she was startled, too, by his vehemence, which she had not anticipated, of course, since she believed that he expected her.
But before she could reply, or even make a gesture, a still more dramatic thing happened.
An old man, white and uncertain on his feet with age, pushed himself forward. He thrust out his right arm and pointed an accusing finger at the trembling man who faced him.
“You are not my master, Mr. J. Cephas Lynne; you are Thomas Lynne, his servant!” he half shouted in a voice that choked with rage. “And you murdered that girl—my beautiful little Edythe, whom I carried in my arms from the time that she was born. Oh, you—you——”
Shaking off restraint, he sprang at the throat of the man who cowered before him, and he would have reached him, too, had not Nick Carter interposed himself between them.
But Nick did another thing at that instant; he seized Lynne, whirled him about and snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists, and then he flung him into a chair near the chief, who had followed into the room; and the chief stood over the man, with his hands clenched tightly, as if he would have enjoyed tearing him apart.
And there was another sharp click that sounded in the room at the same instant, made by Patsy as he pulled Mrs. Babbington’s hands behind her, and snapped handcuffs upon her white wrists as well.
She shrieked out, then tottered; and then stood upright again at the sound of a shrill laugh from Lynne that was almost a snarl.
“They’ve got you, too, anyhow!” he yelled at her. “I won’t be alone in this. Look, Carter, she knew it all from the first. She recognized me at once when I went where she was, in Scotland. She had heard of my supposed death, and, when she saw me, she knew that I had killed my cousin Cephas. Oh, yes, she knew it, and she made the most of it. She made me say that I would marry her, and that she should share the fortune—and it was she, she, I tell you, who planned the murder of that poor girl on the couch. I didn’t want to do it, and I would not have done it, only that I saw she suspected me. She could not believe that her father would change so greatly in so short a time. Even when I had lured her here—Madge was with us last night in that car when we came here, and I took her home afterward—even when I had lured her here—— Oh, well, what is the use. I succeeded in inducing her to come here. She still thought I was her father, and that the accident and the illness had changed me; she trusted me, and I brought her in here, and I killed her. Now you have it. It is the truth, but that woman made me do it. And I forged a letter that I put on that table. I was always an expert penman, Carter. Cephas took me out of a prison when I went to him, and if it had not been for him I would have been back there again long before this, for another forgery. I wrote that note, too, that you have got in your pocket, that we found in the vault. Oh, I can write things; I can write things.”
The woman in the meantime had regained control of herself.
“The man is mad,” she said coldly. “I know nothing of the things he is talking about.”
“Mrs. Babbington,” said Nick slowly, “the man is not mad, and you do know all about the things he is talking about. More, I can prove many of them now, and will prove all of them within a week. Take her away, Chick, back to New York, and to headquarters. The chief and I will attend to this unspeakable scoundrel. You have the warrants?”
“Yes.”
“That is sufficient, then. Serve them now.”
CHAPTER XIV.
THE END OF A TRIAL.
Juries are not inclined to convict a beautiful woman unless the evidence offered against her is entirely convincing; and, even then, it is done with reluctance, and usually with a strong recommendation to the judge for mercy and leniency.
The testimony against her must be of the best, and it must be direct, for the germ of chivalry dwells in the soul of every man, and there is always present in his conscience that instinctive reluctance to condemn any woman, whatever her crimes may have been, to the utmost penalty of the law. Circumstantial evidence has sent many a man to the death penalty, but where will you find that it has done so in the case of a woman—and particularly a beautiful woman who still possesses that greatest of all attractions—youth?
It was so in the Babbington case—in that great case which attracted such world-wide notice at the time of the trial—the prosecution of Madge Hurd-Babbington for murder in the first degree, in that she was charged—so the indictment read—with having instigated, aided, and abetted one Thomas Lynne, who posed for the time under the name of his cousin, J. Cephas Lynne, in committing the deliberate and premeditated murder of Edythe Lynne, only daughter and heiress of the said J. Cephas Lynne.
The jury had been out barely half an hour when it returned to ask a question of the presiding judge. The foreman asked:
“Your honor, we wish to know if this defendant could be convicted of any crime less than that which is charged in the indictment?”
The judge replied instantly:
“No. This is an extraordinary case, gentlemen. The indictment charges explicitly that the defendant ‘instigated, aided, and abetted’ another in the commission of a crime; it does not charge that she had any hand in the actual commission of that crime. If you find that she ‘instigated, aided, and abetted’ the man who actually committed the crime, and who has already been convicted in this court for that offense, she is as guilty as he; but, unless you do so find, she is not guilty. You may retire now for further deliberation.”
“That, your honor,” replied the foreman, “is now unnecessary. We find the defendant not guilty!”
After that the usual formalities of the court in discharging a prisoner were quickly disposed of, and the beautiful Madge Babbington turned a derisively smiling face for one instant upon Nick Carter, as she passed, unattended, from the courtroom to the street.
The district attorney, who had personally conducted the case, remarked, in a low tone, to the detective:
“It is no more than I expected, Carter.”
“It is precisely what I did expect,” replied Nick, with a shrug of his shoulders.
“If it had been proved that she actually administered the poison to Edythe Lynne, she might have been convicted,” said the lawyer, with a dubious smile; “but anything short of that——” He paused, with the sentence unfinished; then added, somewhat irrelevantly: “She is an astonishingly beautiful woman, Nick.”
“I think you have made use of the precise adverbial adjective,” replied the detective dryly. “Her beauty is exactly of the type that is astonishing.”
“Or overwhelming; possibly that would be a better word, Nick.”
“No; you were correct in the first instance. She took those twelve men by storm, from the foreman to number twelve. They never had a chance to do anything but what they did do. She fascinated them, and so compelled them.”
“Hypnotized them, you mean.”
“Not at all. There was no hypnotism about it.”
“Then what?”
“What I have already called it—fascination. The compelling force of a style and type of beauty which no man among them has ever seen before; the——”
“Nor any other man,” interpolated the lawyer.
“The grace, strength, and the ferocity of a tigress molded into the form of a woman,” the detective continued, as if he had not been interrupted.
The lawyer slapped his thigh with emphasis.
“You struck the keynote there, Nick!” he exclaimed. “The grace, strength, and ferocity of a tigress. I often wondered, during the trial, what her eyes reminded me of. I know now, for I have seen the same sort of eyes through the bars of cages at the Bronx Zoo; great, sleepy, tawny eyes, that peer out at one so mildly and half drowsily, and almost unseeingly, but into which a veritable living flame may leap at any instant, burning, consuming, destroying. She doesn’t like you, Nick.”
“No; evidently not.”
“I saw that glance she gave you as she passed out. I am rather glad it wasn’t directed at me.”
“Why?”
“I should confess myself afraid.”
“Afraid of her?”
“Afraid of her eyes, rather.”
The detective shrugged again, but made no reply in words. The lawyer continued:
“Her vengeance against you, if she ever seeks one, will be unusual.”
“I fancy that she has something else to think about, than vengeance, just now,” replied the detective, with a smile.
“Tigers have long memories for an injury done to them, Nick. The superintendent up at the Zoo told me that only the other day. He said——”
“You seem to be fond of visiting the Zoo,” the detective interrupted, smiling again.
“I am. The place fascinates me, especially the cages which confine the tigers and the lions. Did you ever notice, Nick, how the lions will look straight out over your head, and never once into your eyes, and how they look as if they could see the wilderness where they were born?”
“Yes, often.”
“But the tigers—ah! they will look into one’s eyes at times; mildly at first, but if one returns that gaze their eyes will flame. I have dodged more than once, Nick, before the white-hot fire of hate I have seen in the eyes of a tiger, and I have walked away, afraid to remain.”
“You should keep away from the Zoo, old chap; it isn’t good for you,” said the detective, laughing aloud.
“Perhaps not. I feel, just now, as if I had been gazing through the bars of an iron cage into the eyes of an enraged tigress.”
Nick Carter laughed again.
“Well, at all events,” he said, “this tigress is now at liberty, and with the opportunity to do whatsoever she wills. Come, let’s get out of here. There is better air to breathe outside.”
Passing through the corridor toward the elevator, the district attorney continued the subject.
“Have you any idea what she will do, Nick?” he asked.
“No. At the present moment the subject does not interest me.”
“She will do something.”
“Naturally.”
“To get square with you, I mean.”
“I doubt that. She has too much else to think about.”
“What, for example?”
“Well, she is practically penniless, from her point of view—for her requirements are of the extravagant order. She still has an income sufficient to keep an ordinarily large family in comfort, but it is totally inadequate for her wants.”
“And she blames you for that, Nick.”
“Possibly, although, as a matter of fact, it is no fault of mine, save that she would by now have been the possessor of the Lynne millions if I had not found those tracks in the snow out at Pleasantglades.”
“So, of course, she attributes all her present misfortunes to you.”
“Likely enough.”
“She has also lost her social position, Nick—which was rather an enviable one. She will be ostracized now by all the people who were overjoyed to receive her before this happened. She will lay that at your door, too.”
“I suppose so.”
“In a way, that is a greater loss to her than the failure to obtain possession of the fortune. She loses the opportunity for——”
“For everything.”
“Yes, for everything in the social world—her world; the one to which she was born.”
“You mistake. She was not born to it.”
“No; but she has always lived in it. You have deprived her of the two things which she has striven all her life to attain—wealth and social prominence.”
“On the contrary, she deprived herself of them.”
“That is begging the question. I asked you a little bit ago if you had any idea what she would do now. You replied that the subject did not interest you. It interests me.”
The detective turned a smiling face toward his friend.
“Well,” he said, “have you formed an opinion about it?”
“A very decided one, Nick.”
“Good. Let’s hear what it is.”
“She will go straight to—’hem!—to the devil, by the shortest route. I don’t mean in the sense in which that expression is generally used. I speak in the criminal sense. She is outside the law now. Society has turned against her, and she will take it out of society, if I am any judge of character. She was born with criminal instincts, dormant until now, but brought to the surface and made prominent by this episode in her life. She has become an Ishmaelite, with the hand of every man and woman against her, and her hand against all the world. If she had any morals of honesty, integrity, and uprightness before this thing happened, they have been burned to white ashes since the beginning of this trial. The place where she kept them is a cavity, a vacuum, now. From having been a beautiful ornament to the society which she adorned she has become a man-eating tigress to prey upon it; a parasite to cling to it, to grow and fatten upon it, and ultimately to smother and destroy the creatures who will afford her sustenance. The woman has gone out of her, Nick; the tigress has got inside. Beware of her, Nick. She hates you, and she will find a way—an unusual one, too, I think—to do you harm.”
“I declare, old chap, you are weaving quite a romance.”
“I am speaking earnestly, Nick.”
“Oh, I believe you; but I think you are trying to make a mountain out of a molehill.”
“Do you? Perhaps I am. But, all the same, I am mighty glad that she did not look at me in the manner she glanced toward you as she passed out of that courtroom. Beware of her, Nick, lest when she is next called upon to face a jury, charged with murder, you are not the victim of the crime.”
CHAPTER XV.
THE BIRTH OF A MYSTERY.
“The Babbington case!”
One heard those three words on the cars, in the streets, in the corridors of hotels, in parlors and dining rooms, across the breakfast table, in the lobby at the theater—everywhere one went one heard the repetition of those three words, “the Babbington case.”
One of the columns on the front page of every paper, morning and evening, was sure to be headed by those three words, or by others which conveyed precisely the same meaning.
Always the Babbington case; everywhere the Babbington case.
It was the talk of the town, and of a dozen other towns; newspapers in Europe received cabled reports of it. The reputation of it was world-wide. It was discussed in Paris and in London, as well as in New York and Newport, Lenox and Lakewood. The Babbington case absorbed the interest of the hour in all quarters, and in almost every walk of life.
Nick Carter confessed to himself that he had never before been instrumental in bringing a case to justice that received quite the amount of attention and comment that the Babbington case was getting.
Her lawyers had put in a masterly defense, and they were great lawyers, who were familiar with every quip and trick of a court trial. Nick Carter had no doubt that the woman would go free, notwithstanding the fact that he personally knew her to be as guilty of the crime as the man who had actually committed it. Therefore he was not surprised when the foreman of the jury pronounced the two words which set her free:
“Not guilty.”
There were cheers in the courtroom, and some hisses, at the pronouncement; both quickly suppressed by the court officers.
The law was guilty of no delay in its dealings with Thomas Lynne. Before Mrs. Babbington was brought to trial, Thomas Lynne had been tried, convicted, and sentenced to death.
In her defense Mrs. Babbington admitted meeting the murderer in Scotland, and becoming engaged to him, but insisted that she had no idea that it was not J. Cephas Lynne, the father of Edythe, to whom she had become engaged, and that she believed, as others had been led to believe, that it was the valet and not the master who had died so suddenly in Switzerland.
The jury chose to credit her story rather than to believe the theory of the prosecution. That is the whole story of the crime, the trial, and the acquittal.
Such was the end of that other chapter of crime and sorrow and sudden death; and such is the beginning of the present history which we have chosen to call “The Babbington Case,” because it all came about in a measure as a consequence of that trial.
There is an old maxim in criminology: “Once a criminal, always a criminal.” We do not indorse that theory, by any means, not even in the abstract; but it is certain that we would indorse it if it were written to read: “Once a criminal, frequently a criminal again.”
Madge Babbington, as she was addressed by her intimates, was the type of woman who could never be classed with criminals, but Nick Carter, as he watched her during the trial, came to believe that she had developed traits during that interval in Scotland when the Lynne millions were the lure, and during the interval of her arrest and the weeks consumed in her trial, which, though dormant till now, would shape her whole future life.
Criminal traits are sometimes inherited, and when they appear suddenly, as in the case of the Babbington woman, inheritance is the most logical explanation of their presence; and, although they may have been dormant, and never once suspected, even by the possessor of them, for years, once inherited criminal tendencies obtain the upper hand in a character, they are there to stay.
And this was the manner in which Nick Carter read the character of Madge Babbington.
He had been at some pains, before the trial, to look up her antecedents, and he had found that Madge Morton-Hurd-Babbington had had a checkered and none too pleasant career.
Her father had once been an officer in the British army in India, where she was born. He had been handsome and skillful—more skillful with cards than with arms, as it proved. He had gone wrong; had been cashiered and dismissed from the service; had become an adventurer, traveling over Europe as a professional gambler, and had dragged with him his young daughter, then a mere child, whose mother had long ago deserted them both.
There you have it.
When Madge Morton’s father finally shot himself rather than stand trial for a forgery he had committed, the daughter had taken to singing in music halls, and from there had drifted into the “legitimate,” and her talents had quickly taken her to the top.
She became a star, and accepted a season’s engagement in New York, where she met Hurd, and married him. A divorce followed, and she married Babbington, who died very soon afterward.
But her two marriages had brought her a competence, although not wealth. But both of them had given her something that was quite as dear to her soul as money, and that was an entrance to and an assured position in the very cream of society.
And she was only twenty-five years old two months before the time the jury pronounced for her benefit those two magic words, “not guilty.”
The lawyers who had managed the affairs of J. Cephas Lynne had in their possession his last will and testament, which left everything that he died owning to his daughter Edythe; and, as she had actually been alive some months after her father’s death, she had inherited the immense wealth without being aware of it.
But she had died leaving no will, and now the lawyers were vainly trying to find an orphaned nephew of J. Cephas Lynne, of whom they had some faint knowledge, but who had long ago disappeared from sight and from the knowledge of his uncle, somewhere in the West.
And Nick Carter had been waiting only for the end of the trial of Madge Babbington to take up the search for the lost nephew for the lawyers.
It was necessary that Carleton Lynne should be found without delay, or that proof of his death also should be established, in order that the great estate of the dead millionaire might be administered, and so, when the verdict was pronounced, it being only three o’clock in the afternoon, the detective turned his steps in the direction of the lawyers’ offices, to tell them that he was ready to go ahead.
When he ascended in the elevator of the building where the lawyers were located, he noticed a young man who left it at the same floor he did, and who walked ahead of him to the same door he was seeking, and that young man announced himself, once he was inside the offices, as Carleton Lynne, from Idaho, just arrived, having seen one of the advertisements in a newspaper he had picked up by chance.
And possibly this story might better have been entitled “The Mystery of Carleton Lynne,” for at that moment when the young man announced himself began the birth of a new mystery.
CHAPTER XVI.
NICK GIVES A WARNING.
The clerk in the law office who received the rather startling announcement of the identity of the stranger, also perceived and recognized Nick Carter, who entered the office immediately behind the man.
His impulsive assumption was, of course, that the two had come there together, and that in some manner the detective had found trace of the man for whom advertisements had been spread broadcast through the country.
But a quick, warning glance from the detective warned the clerk that such was not the case; and then followed the statement of the man who called himself Carleton Lynne that he was there only because of an advertisement he had seen in a Western paper.
Nick Carter, who was still behind the younger man, nodded his head significantly toward the clerk and, with a jerk of his thumb toward a chair, indicated that the stranger should be requested to take a seat and wait until he could be received in the inner office; and at the same time his lips noiselessly formed the one word, “Wait.”
The clerk saw and understood.
Stepping forward quickly, he said, with the utmost graciousness:
“Glad to see you, Mr. Lynne. Our advertisements have been spread rather generously throughout the West, in the hope that you might see one of them, and so communicate with this firm. We scarcely expected to see you in person so soon. Will you be seated? Mr. Oaks will see you presently. He happens to be engaged just now.”
He indicated a chair, and then, without waiting for a response to his invitation, gave his attention to Nick Carter, who had taken the opportunity to cross to one of the windows, where he now stood with his back toward Carleton Lynne.
The clerk, carrying out the part which he had comprehended by the slight signal that had been flashed to him by the detective, spoke to him in a comparatively low tone, but yet so that the caller could hear the words.
“Please step right inside, to the private office, sir,” he said. “Mr. Oaks is awaiting you with some impatience. You are late.”
The detective replied only with a curt nod, although he smiled inwardly at the ready wit of the clerk, who had understood him so perfectly.
He passed quickly through the doorway into the private office, and closed the door quickly behind him, finding himself in the presence of the great lawyer, who was at that moment engaged in dictating his correspondence to his secretary, and who raised his eyes to the detective with a distinct frown of displeasure at being so unceremoniously interrupted.
“I am sorry, Oaks,” said Nick, speaking quickly. “I know that you do not like interruptions when you are occupied with your correspondence; but in this case the end justifies the means. Carleton Lynne is—out there.” He jerked a thumb toward the outer office.
The frown left the lawyer’s face, and an expression of perplexed interest took its place.
“What?” he said. “Carleton Lynne—the heir?”
The detective nodded, and added:
“That is how he announced himself. He came up in the elevator with me; he entered your office door just in front of me, and—well, I wanted to see you before he did.”
“Quite right, Carter—quite right. I’m glad you came right in. Miss McQueen, you may go into the library for a few moments, please.” This to the stenographer, who left her chair at once and passed through a half-opened doorway opposite the one by which the detective had entered the room; nor did she close it after her, as it happened, although neither of the men regarded that fact as one of importance at the moment.
“Well?” said the lawyer, as soon as he was alone with the detective.
“I have already told you all there is to say about the arrival of Carleton Lynne,” replied Nick Carter. “You know, now, as much about that interesting fact as I do.”
“Then what?”
“I have come here directly from the courthouse and from the finish of the Babbington case. I thought I would get here before the news was being cried aloud on the streets.”
“An acquittal, Carter?”
“Yes.”
“It is no more than you expected—it is what you anticipated, isn’t it?”
“Precisely.”
The lawyer shrugged his shoulders.
“Oh, well,” he said, “what of it? Thomas Lynne has been convicted, and will die for the two crimes he has committed. While there is no doubt that the woman was an accessory, before and after the fact, I’m rather glad—that is to say, I am not sorry—er—that she—— Oh, confound it! One doesn’t like to see a beautiful woman condemned to death, or even sent to prison for the rest of her life.”
The detective smiled enigmatically.
“I perceive that you have fallen under the spell of her witchery, as well as others, Oaks,” he said.
“Nonsense! I——”
“I remember that the last time I was here you told me that you had received a request from her to call upon her at the Tombs. I recall, also, that you stated that you should not go to see her. Am I to understand that you changed your mind and went there?”
“Yes. She sent me a second message, and I went to see her. Where was the harm in that, Carter?”
“That, my dear Mr. Oaks, is for you to say; only it would appear from what you have just said that she has fascinated you, as well as the twelve men who held her fate in their hands.”
“That is all utter nonsense, of course,” replied the lawyer, with a frown.
“Is it? I am not so sure of that. Did you go alone?”
“No; I took my secretary with me.”
“The young woman who just left this room?”
“Yes; Miss McQueen. I was glad that I had done so, too, for Mrs. Babbington wished to dictate some letters, which I instructed Miss McQueen to remain and take for her; on condition, of course, that the district attorney should be shown copies of the letters before they were sent away.”
“I see. How long did Miss McQueen remain with Mrs. Babbington after you came away?”
“Not above an hour—less than that, I think. There were only four letters. I have copies of them here. Would you care to see them, Carter?”
“No. For what purpose, now that the woman has been acquitted? Were copies of them sent to the district attorney?”
“Yes. They were unimportant. Merely letters to her former society friends, in which she stated that, whether she should be convicted or acquitted, she renounced all claims to her former social status.”
“Rather an unnecessary announcement, that, don’t you think?” remarked the detective, with a slow smile.
“Perhaps—under the circumstances,” replied the lawyer.
The detective leaned back in his chair and lighted a cigar, which he took from one of his pockets. After a moment, he said:
“When the verdict was announced, the district attorney and I spent a few moments together, discussing the woman. We were quite agreed on one point concerning her—and, after what you have just said, I haven’t the slightest doubt that you will agree with us, too.”
“Concerning what, Carter?”
“The woman’s eyes. They seem to have had a strange effect upon you.”
“Look here, Carter, what are you driving at?”
“The district attorney and I agreed that the woman, Mrs. Madge Morton-Hurd-Babbington by name, has wonderful eyes, which in repose are like the eyes of a captive and sleepy tigress, and which can flame into burning hate, also, like the eyes of an enraged tigress. The district attorney assured me that her eyes had a strange and paralyzing effect upon him, hardened as he is in the practice of criminal prosecution. Ergo, you did not escape the paralyzing effect of them, Oaks.”
“What the dev——”
“The proof of it lies in the fact that you consented, at her request, to come away from her cell in the tombs and leave your stenographer there alone with her.”
“What possible harm could befall Miss McQueen under such circumstances, Carter? Because the woman was charged with murder, and because you believed her guilty, and still believe her so, is it any reason to suppose that she would do violence to a young woman who was left for a few moments alone with her?”
Nick Carter shrugged his shoulders, and did not reply to the question.
Instead, he permitted his gaze to wander for a moment toward the half-open door between the private office of the great lawyer and the library, and then he abruptly changed the subject.
“What about this young man who is waiting outside to see you?” he asked.
“Why, he inherits the estate, of course.”
“But there must first be adequate and convincing proof of his identity, I suppose?”
“Naturally.”
“I need not remind you, Oaks, that the newspaper notoriety which has been given to the matter of the inheritance through the furore over the Babbington case has opened up an immense opportunity for the commission of a fraud?”
“No; you need not remind me of that. I am quite well aware of it,” replied the lawyer, with a trace of offense in his tones.
“The estate is a very large one,” remarked the detective, taking no notice of the tone the lawyer had used.
“Very large, larger than people generally suppose. It will figure up to a dozen millions, probably.”
“Well, I came down here not only to tell you about the verdict in the Babbington case, but also to offer you my services in the search for Carleton Lynne. I arrive here and discover that the man is here. My offer is still open if you find that you require any assistance in establishing the identity of this young man who is outside, waiting to interview you.”
“Good. I thank you. But the fellow would scarcely venture here unless——”
“Unless he were well provided with the necessary proofs. I grant you that. But, Oaks, I sometimes have strange ‘hunches’ in the practice of my profession, and one of them tells me—told me the moment I entered your outer office—that this man may not be all that he will represent himself. That is all. I will give way to him now.”
“What do you mean—that the man is a fraud?”
“No; I mean that he may be one. I mean that the woman who has just been acquitted of the charge of murder is not one to relinquish without a struggle all that she has fought so hard to obtain. I mean that the effect of the tiger eye, as practiced upon the jury, and upon you, too, might well have been directed in other channels. I mean that if the matter of establishing his identity were in my hands, I would subject every proof that is offered to a minute inspection under a microscope. I have a feeling that we have not heard the last of Madge Babbington, Mr. Oaks.”
CHAPTER XVII.
DANGEROUS EYES.
Nick Carter was astounded when he arrived at his own home to find that Madge Babbington was there awaiting him.
It was Joseph who told him of the fact as he entered the house, and so, casting aside his hat he went at once to the reception room.
He paused just inside the door, and with a curt nod, recognized her.
“To what reason am I to ascribe your presence in my house, madam?” he asked coldly, and he remained near the door to indicate that the interview must be brief.
“I have come here to ask you if it is your purpose to continue to persecute me,” she replied, rising and facing him with just a trace of defiance in her expression and manner, although she did not forget to use her wonderful eyes upon the detective, with all the resourceful power within her.
Mixed with the defiance that was in them was also a wistful, pleading expression, and she permitted the suggestion of a tear to moisten the lashes of each of them while her beautiful face was pathetic as well as pleading.
But Nick Carter “was on to her curves,” as the saying is, and her attitude had no effect upon him other than to convince him more strongly than ever that he must constantly be on his guard against this siren. He replied:
“Persecute you, madam?”
“That is the expression I made use of.”
“I was not aware that I had done so. I can assure you that my utmost wish concerning you is that I may never see you or hear your name mentioned again.”
“You still believe me guilty, Mr. Carter?”
“I have never for one moment doubted your guilt,” he replied.
“And yet I am innocent; as innocent as you are, Nick Carter.”
The detective shrugged his shoulders.
“Am I to understand that you will not persecute me in the future?” she demanded.
“I have never persecuted any person in my life, Mrs. Babbington. I do not pretend to understand your persistence upon that word.”
“I mean this: If I remain in this city, and undertake to live my life out here, will I be constantly under espionage by you and your agents? Am I to be left to go my own way, without molestation, or am I to be hounded, watched, imposed upon, spied upon, and——”
“Enough, madam. It makes no sort of difference to me where you stay or what you do, so long as you remain outside the law—and, incidentally, outside this house. I think the present interview has lasted quite long enough, Mrs. Babbington.”
“Which is another form of requesting me to go, Mr. Carter?” she asked, with a smile on her lips, although her eyes flamed dangerously as she put the question.
“Yes,” he replied, without comment.
She stepped toward the door, and he drew to one side to permit her to pass him.
At the door she stopped, and with her hand upon the knob turned to face him again, although his back was half turned toward her. And she laughed softly, showing her white and beautiful teeth, and permitting the lids of her eyes to droop until the yellow-brown irises glowed through the shading lashes like two living coals of fire.
“I have been charged with murder, Mr. Carter,” she said. “I have been tried by a jury of twelve men, and they have found me guiltless. Is there anything now that you can do to me?”
“No—unless you commit, or aid in the commission of another murder, madam.”
“If I should do that,” she replied slowly, evidently weighing and measuring her words as she uttered them, “it will scarcely be you who will hunt me down for it, for you——” she stopped, still smiling, her eyes still burning.
The detective shrugged.
“You mean to suggest that if you should commit such another crime, I would be the victim of it, I suppose?” he said coolly.
“Did I say that?” she exclaimed, laughing aloud this time. “How you do persist in misunderstanding me. Really.”
“Madam, the door is behind you; your hand is upon the knob.”
“I will make use of both, presently, thank you; but I have something more to say to you before I do so.”
“Well?”
“You have advertised widely and largely—you and a lawyer named Benjamin Oaks—for information concerning a certain young man, Carleton Lynne by name. Suppose that I could supply you with the address of that person, Mr. Carter? Would the information be worth a substantial recompense?”
“Any information obtained from you would be worse than useless, madam,” he replied.
“And yet——” She paused, and when he made no remark, she continued: “Carleton Lynne is, or was a few months ago, in Hailey, Idaho. You are welcome to that much information.”
“A gentleman who announces himself as Carleton Lynne is at this moment in consultation with Mr. Oaks,” the detective replied coldly; and he caught a sudden and unmistakable gleam from the eyes of Madge Babbington as he made the announcement.
He was impressed instantly for some reason that he could not have named at the time, that this was precisely the information she had come there to obtain; but he did not regret having given it since it opened up a new train of thought, and suggested unheard-of possibilities and probabilities. But all she said was:
“Indeed? Is it so?”
“Quite so, madam.”
She left her place at the door then, and took one step nearer to the detective.
“How old a man is he?” she asked softly; and the detective, perceiving what was behind the question, shrugged his shoulders and replied, not without a trace of satirical amusement in his manner:
“The man I saw, and who claims to be the heir of J. Cephas Lynne is young—perhaps about your own age. He is also handsome, judged from the feminine standpoint. Whether he is impressionable or not, I leave to you to determine, if you ever have the opportunity.”
“Thank you,” she replied, with a quiet smile, and the flame in her eyes had disappeared. “I need not tell you that I shall seek the opportunity, I suppose?”
“No; I had anticipated that. I was quite prepared for such an attempt on your part, without the assurance of it from your lips. You have not abandoned your desire to possess yourself of the Lynne millions?”
“I never abandon a course upon which I have once embarked,” she replied. “And that brings me to the point which I came here to determine.”
The detective did not reply. She continued:
“I suppose you will consider it your duty to warn him against me, Mr. Carter?”
“If I find that he is really the man he says he is, and that you have sought him and made his acquaintance, I most certainly shall do so, madam.”
“I have not sought his acquaintance—because I have not had the opportunity,” she retorted.
“But you will lose no opportunity to make his acquaintance.”
“No; I shall not. I will even seek him—and—take warning from what I shall say to you now, Nick Carter.”
The detective inclined his head mockingly. She continued:
“And when I have sought him and found him and have made his acquaintance, I will put to the test the influence which you and Benjamin Oaks may exert over him, as against that which I shall win in spite of all that you can do, in spite of the hateful reputation you and the district attorney have given me, in spite of all the cruel things that have been printed about me.” And then she took still another step nearer to him, and added, in a low tone that was almost a whisper: “In spite of heaven and hell.”
Nick Carter was startled by the intensity of the woman, although he did not permit her to see that he was.
She was smiling again now as she withdrew once more to the door and reached for the knob as if she was to take her departure at last.
“You understand me?” she demanded, rather than asked.
“I understand your words and your motives; not your methods, Mrs. Babbington.”
“Well, I will give you a full and fair warning.”
“You need not unless it is your pleasure to do so.”
“You say that Carleton Lynne, the heir, is here; that the man I supposed to be in Idaho is even now at the office of the lawyer who represents the Lynne estate, establishing his identity. I had supposed that he was still in the West, for long ago I took pains to inform myself concerning him. I intended to tell you that much, and to induce you to bring him here. That he is here already, is pleasant news to me.”
“I don’t see where the warning comes in, madam,” said Nick, interrupting.
She bent toward the detective without moving from her position at the door.
“When I left the courtroom to-day,” she said, in a low, even tone, which nevertheless conveyed a certain menace with every word she uttered, “you and the district attorney were discussing me. I know it, although I did not hear a word that passed between you.”
“Well?”
“You were commenting upon the manner in which I had influenced every member of that jury of twelve men. And you were right; I did influence them, one by one, until I knew, before they left the box, what their verdict would be. I took them one by one; I won them over to me, one by one, until I had the entire twelve. I knew it.”
“You are wasting my time and yours, madam.”
“You and the district attorney also discussed my eyes. Doubtless you called them the eyes of a tigress. Oh, you need not be surprised that I say so; it is not the first time the comparison has been applied to them.”
“Probably not.”
“You were correct in making the simile, too, Nick Carter, but the comparison goes deeper than my eyes; it applies to my inmost soul.”
“Ah; we are coming to the warning, now.”
“Yes, we are.”
“Well?”
“All my life I have been able to make men love me—or believe that they did so. All my life I have been able to fascinate them, and that, too, without any loss of my self-respect. Even you, who hate and abhor me just now, I could, if there were the opportunity——”
“Spare me that, Mrs. Babbington.”
“But I warn you that I shall find this man who is the heir; I warn you that I shall bend every energy I possess to bring him under the spell which I can exert; I warn you that I shall marry him, become his wife, possess his millions after he has succeeded to their ownership, and that you, Nick Carter, with all the influence you can exert will be no more than a grain of dust on a steel rail before a locomotive.”
She stopped and looked at the detective, flaming her remarkable eyes upon him again, so that he partly understood what the district attorney had meant when he had said that he dodged the eyes of the caged tigers at the Zoo.
“You understand me now?” she said softly.
He did not answer her, and with a mocking smile which ended in a low but menacing laugh that was barely audible, she turned and passed quickly from the room.
CHAPTER XVIII.
THE RIGHTFUL HEIR.
Nick Carter received a letter the following morning from Benjamin Oaks, the lawyer.
It stated briefly that Carleton Lynne had proven his claims so satisfactorily that there could not be the shadow of a doubt that he was the rightful heir. The letter came to a close, however, with this significant statement:
“I have deferred a definite acceptance of his claim until to-morrow, nevertheless, for the specific reason that I wish to consult with you about the matter before taking the necessary steps to put him in possession of the fortune. Therefore I will be glad if you will come to my office at ten in the morning. Carleton Lynne is to be here at eleven.”
The detective entered the office of the lawyer at precisely ten o’clock, and passed at once into the private room, where he found Oaks awaiting him.
“On time, I see,” said the lawyer, by way of greeting. “Here are the papers. Look them over and tell me what you think of them.”
“What are they?” the detective asked, taking them in his hand, but holding them so, unopened for the moment.
“The marriage certificate of his father and mother; photographs of his parents in which you can plainly see the Lynne physiognomy; his own birth certificate; photographs of himself taken from time to time from his childhood to the last one, which he says was made only a few months ago—the resemblance is borne out in all of them; newspaper clippings covering a number of years, referring to incidents in his career, and to the career of his father, who was also called Carleton Lynne—and so forth. Look at them for yourself.”
“What sort of a story does the man tell about himself?” asked the detective.
“A straight one. It seems to bear out everything that he claims. I don’t think there is any doubt about his claim, Carter.”
“How does he impress you personally?”
“Very favorably.”
“Was that your first impression of him?”
“Yes. I think so.”
“Don’t you know whether it was favorable or not?”
“Why, yes, of course. He told me one lie, though.”
“Oh, he did, eh? What was it?”
“Perhaps it was unimportant. I made no mention of the fact that I had noticed it.”
“What was it?”
“He began by informing me that he arrived in the city only last evening at five o’clock. He said that he came to this office at half-past five, or near that time, and finding the office closed, sought a hotel. He went to the Mammoth.”
“Well?”
“I asked him how he passed the evening, and he replied that he went to the theater. I asked him what he saw, and he replied that it was the ‘The Chocolate Soldier.’ ”
“Well, what of that?”
“Nothing—only it happens that the last performance of ‘The Chocolate Soldier’ was given the night before last. I happen to know that, because I was there, and what is more, Carter, I saw this same young man there. He occupied a seat directly in front of me.”
The detective uttered a low whistle.
“Why should he lie about so trivial a thing as that?” the lawyer asked.
“The lie is evidently about the time of his arrival in the city,” replied the detective. “For some reason he prefers to have you believe that he got here last night, while, as a matter of fact, he had already been here at least twenty-four hours.”
“That is certain.”
“And twenty-four days, for all we know.”
“Umph! I had not thought of that possibility. But, even so, what has all that got to do with the case, since his credentials are satisfactory?”
“It merely suggests that they should be examined with all the more care. Why didn’t you ask him about the discrepancy of his statement?”
“I thought I would leave that to you.”
The detective was about to reply when the door opened and the clerk from the outer office announced that Mr. Carleton Lynne had arrived.
“Let him come in,” said the lawyer.
The man who entered, and who was the same one that Nick had seen in the elevator the preceding day, was an inch more than six feet in height, well proportioned, an athlete in appearance, with his skin tanned by the sun and winds of the open country of the West.
One might have called him handsome without a stretch of the imagination. His features were regular and well chiseled, and he carried himself with a certain air of distinction, as if he were to the manner born.
His eyes were set wide apart and the line of concentration between them was well marked, and as the detective glanced at him a second time he determined that the eyes were the only feature about the man that he did not exactly like.
They were neither gray nor brown, but of that nondescript color which is sometimes described as green, although that is not precisely the shade.
But they were steady eyes for all that. They did not shift when they dwelt upon you, but rather were cold, keenly observant, and compelling.
Unquestionably they were the eyes of a man who did not know fear, and who would be a dangerous antagonist at any sort of game, from cards to a rough-and-tumble fight.
“Sit down, Mr. Lynne,” said the detective, as soon as the introduction was made. “I suppose that Mr. Oaks has led you to expect to meet me here. You know who I am, and why I am here, do you not?”
“Perfectly well, Mr. Carter.”
“You have presented a claim to a very large and rich estate, Mr. Lynne?”
“Pardon me. I have merely answered an advertisement, and have established my identity. It will be time enough to enter a claim after my credentials have been accepted.”
“Precisely. Will you tell me when you arrived in the city?”
“Wednesday afternoon, at five o’clock.”
“To-day is Saturday, Mr. Lynne. I saw you in this office yesterday. After I had gone, you talked with Mr. Oaks, and you told him that you——”
“I told him that I had arrived here the preceding day. I know. It was a lie—and an unnecessary one.”
“Mr. Oaks knew that it was an untruth. He saw you at the theater Wednesday night.”
“I know. I saw him there, too. I remembered it after I had gone. I did not know whether he had seen me there or not, but acting upon the idea that he had done so and would remember me, I decided to admit the truth to-day.”
“Just why did you deceive him about it in the beginning?”
Lynne shrugged his shoulders and uttered a low chuckle before he replied. Then he replied:
“Well, there was no good reason for it. I had not been in New York since I was a kid, and I am twenty-six years old now. After the theater was out, I determined to see some of the sights, and I saw rather more of them than I had bargained for. I got into bad company and drank too much. I was also robbed of all the cash I had about me—and, as a matter of fact, very nearly all that I had in the world. I wasn’t proud of the circumstance, and so—I lied about it.”
“Would you mind telling me where you went that night?”
“Yes, I would mind. I’d rather forget it.”
“Possibly we might recover the money you lost.”
“I’d rather lose it than to go back to those places after it.”
“Still, if it was practically all you had——”
“And, anyhow, my recollection of the night is very vague. I don’t know half the places I did go to.”
“Did you go alone to the theater?”
“No; I went with an acquaintance I picked up at the hotel. He was my guide that night, and I reckon is the one who got my dough.”
“Possibly. By the way, have you ever made the acquaintance of a Mrs. Babbington?”
Nick asked the question casually. Without appearing to do so he watched the face of Carleton narrowly when he did ask it, but there was not the flicker of an eyelid nor the suggestion of wavering in those steady eyes when the man replied:
“Can’t say that I have, unless she happened to be—— Oh! I see. You are referring to that woman who was tried for the murder of my cousin whom I never saw?”
“Yes. I was referring to her.”
“No. I never met her. Why did you suppose I might have done so?”
“I did not suppose it. I asked only to know if you had made her acquaintance at any time in the past.”
“No; never heard of her until I saw her name in the papers, about the murder case.”
“She intends to marry you,” said Nick quietly.
“What! Say! What are you giving me? A joke?”
“It sounds like one, doesn’t it? Nevertheless, at my house last evening, she assured me that as soon as you had established your identity and had possessed yourself of the Lynne millions, she intended to marry you and to possess herself of them.”
“Well, I’ll be—blessed!”
“Damned would be a more appropriate word if such a thing should happen. She boasted to me of her intention. I thought it best to tell you about her. Did you come directly——”
“Wait a moment. The woman is said to be very beautiful, isn’t she?”
“Yes; she has that reputation.”
“All right. Fetch her along. I’ll give her a run for her money.”
“For your money, you mean—when you get it?”
“You speak, Mr. Carter, as if there was a doubt that I would get it. Is there?”
“No doubt at all, after you have thoroughly established your claim—that is, your identity.”
“Haven’t I sufficiently established that?”
Nick waved his hand toward the lawyer.
“That is a question for Mr. Oaks to answer,” he said. “When he is satisfied, he will proceed at once to satisfy the court, and will apply for letters of administration for you.”
“Then I am to understand that you, personally, have nothing to do with the legal end of it?”
“Nothing whatever.”
“Might I ask, without offense, in that case, what the devil you’re butting in for?”
The question was an insolent one only in the words that Lynne used; not at all in the manner or the tone of using them; and he smiled engagingly while he asked the question.
But he might far better not have asked it, for there was something hidden behind the words which instantly put the detective on his guard, and which as suddenly determined him upon the course he would pursue thereafter.
Instead of resenting the words, he smiled back at Lynne, and replied:
“I came here at the request of Mr. Oaks, and in the interest of J. Cephas Lynne, who is dead, and who, if he could give directions now, would like to see justice done.” Nick turned then to the lawyer, and added:
“Perhaps you had better apply at once for letters of administration, Oaks.”
CHAPTER XIX.
SCENTING A PLOT.
When Nick Carter left the Wall Street office of the great lawyer he walked up Broadway to the Western Union Building, where he wrote and forwarded several telegrams, all of which were addressed to different localities in the State of Idaho.
That done he took the subway uptown and went directly to his own home, where, after entering his study, he summoned Chick and Patsy to him.
“Patsy,” he said, “you start for Idaho on the Twentieth Century at four this afternoon; and you, Chick, will take the trail of Mr. Carleton Lynne, now at the Mammoth, and you will report to me every move that he makes, no matter how unimportant it may appear to be.”
Each of the assistants nodded in reply, but neither of them made any audible remark.
“Now,” said the detective, “give me your close attention, both of you. What I shall tell you will be the only instructions you will receive—will be all, in fact, that I can give you.”
Again they nodded in comprehension.
“I don’t know whether this is a case or not,” the detective continued. “I am acting, just now, as I have done many times in the past—upon that kind of an impulse which I call a ‘hunch.’ ”
“The Lynne inheritance, of course?” Chick asked.
“Yes; the Lynne inheritance, and the Babbington case, as well. If I am anywhere near to being correct in my conjectures, the two matters just about dovetail, right here.”
“To start with,” suggested Patsy, “you don’t believe that the Carleton Lynne you saw yesterday, and again to-day, is the real article. This is the size of it, isn’t it?”
“To begin with,” replied Nick Carter, “I do not believe that the Carleton Lynne I saw yesterday, and again to-day, is the real article, and I have the least logical reason for that lack of faith. Put that down in your minds and think it over.”
“Just a hunch, eh?” said Chick.
“Just a hunch in the beginning—yesterday when I walked into the office of Ben Oaks directly behind this chap from the West. Since then that hunch has been strengthened by a few unimportant incidents which I will relate to you.
“Incident number one, and it really should take third or fourth place in the list, because I paid no attention to it at the time: When I entered the private office, before Carleton Lynne was admitted, Oaks sent his stenographer, whom he calls his secretary, out of the room. She went into the library, which adjoins the private office, and she left the communicating door ajar. Whether that was accident or design, I know that she listened intently to our conversation. I could see her doing that, by means of a mirror that hangs in the library, and which I could see through the half-open door.
“Incident number two: While I was there it developed that Oaks had been to the Tombs, before the trial, to see Mrs. Babbington, at her request—at her second request—and I assumed, from what was told to me about it, that she had also asked him to take his stenographer with him; at least he did so.”
“Why?” asked Patsy.
“Wait and ask that question again after I have finished, Patsy—unless, perhaps, you should find an answer to it that suits you.”
“All right, chief.”
“Incident number three: Oaks came away from the Tombs, leaving Miss McQueen there, alone with Mrs. Babbington. The incident happened two weeks ago. Miss McQueen remained about an hour with the prisoner.”
“Do you mean that she took dictation from her?” asked Chick.
“Yes; a few short letters to former social friends and acquaintances, all of which were read by the district attorney and by Oaks.”
“Are you sure that all of them were treated in that manner?” asked Patsy.
“That is the presumption, Patsy. I am not saying that I am sure about it, or that there was not another notebook which Oaks did not see; or that there were no oral instructions given to Miss McQueen, which were not taken down in shorthand.”
The two assistants nodded in unison.
“Remember that happened more than two weeks ago. Letters and telegrams have had ample time to reach Idaho, and to bring Carleton Lynne to New York, since then.”
“Sure,” commented Chick.
“Incident number four: When I came away from the office of Ben Oaks yesterday afternoon, Carleton Lynne was admitted to the private office. He produced his papers and credentials to establish himself. They appeared satisfactory. But he lied to Oaks about the time of his arrival in the city, and without any apparent reason. Later, he found out that his deception would be discovered, and so he made a clean breast of it to-day, giving an excuse which I do not for a moment believe.
“Incident number five: When I arrived home late yesterday afternoon, after leaving the office of Benjamin Oaks, I found that Madge Babbington was here awaiting me.”
“Just what has that got to do with the case in hand?” Patsy interrupted.
“Possibly nothing at all, but if I am at all on the right track, it has much to do with it.”
“How so?”
“She came here, ostensibly, to offer to supply the address of the missing heir, Carleton Lynne, which she claims to have known for a considerable time. I would not gratify her enough to ask her for particulars about it, for I judged that she was lying to me from the beginning.”
“If that was the ostensible reason, what was the real one?” asked Chick.
“I think it was to endeavor to convince me in the roundabout way she used, that she had never seen this Carleton Lynne; but she only succeeded in convincing me that she had seen him, probably knows him well, and that she had already been informed that I was at the Oaks office when he arrived there.”
“Let us return for a moment to the two incidents you have mentioned in which the stenographer is concerned,” said Chick.
“Well?”
“How do you associate her with the others? I mean, aside from the possible sending of messages from the Tombs, for the Babbington woman.”
“In this way: I have known Ben Oaks more or less familiarly for twelve years. He has had a secretary named Miss Hunt who was with him until about the time of the beginning of the advertising effort to find Carleton Lynne—eight or nine weeks ago; and I know of my own knowledge that Miss Hunt was his secretary for four or five consecutive years. Miss Hunt is not there now; this Miss McQueen is.”
“Well, what of that?” asked Patsy. “A lawyer often changes his stenographers.”
“But this change appears to have been so coincidental with other things that I use it here as incident number six.”
“Do you mean that she was sent there by—by the Babbington woman, for instance?”
“Possibly.”
“But, Miss Hunt——”
“Miss Hunt, or any other stenographer of my knowledge would readily enough give up a position if there was sufficient inducement offered.”
“Oh; you mean that she was bought off?”
“That is the possibility.”
“Then,” said Chick, “I would suggest that Miss Hunt be found without delay.”
“That is a duty that I have reserved for myself,” replied the detective.
“But what would be the object of it all?”
“To have a competent spy in the office of the man who must decide upon the credentials of the claimant, for one thing; to arrange for an easy method of getting a person into the Tombs and to the prisoner at the opportune moment for sending out an important message, for another.”
“I see. What are your conclusions, Nick?” It was Chick who asked the question.
“I don’t know that I have arrived at any conclusions; at least, definite ones.”
“What then?”
“I am only convinced of the determination of Madge Babbington to possess herself of those millions, and that she will stop at nothing to attain her ends.”
“Have you any more incidents to recount?”
“Yes. Incident number seven is the fact that when Madge Babbington was here yesterday, she took particular pains to give me warning that she intended to make the acquaintance of Carleton Lynne, to fascinate him, and finally to marry him.”
“Did she say that?”
“Yes; in the form of a warning.”
“But you read a different meaning in her words?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“Chick, I believe that her real purpose in coming here to see me was to pronounce that very warning, and thus to open the way for an acquaintance with this Carleton Lynne which would not suggest the suspicion to me that the two had known each other before now.”
“I see.”
“The man is supposed to have come here out of the West—as he doubtless has done. He has the marks of the West upon him, all right. But he is supposed to know nobody here; he went to the length of informing me that he had not seen New York since he was a kid, to use his own expression. A sudden acquaintance between him and the woman lately acquitted of murder would attract my attention, so she comes here and deliberately tells me, with an assumption of bravado, that she intends to make his acquaintance at the first possible moment.”
“She’s got her gall with her, all right—to come here at all,” said Patsy.
“She has got her brains with her, too; don’t forget that, either of you,” said Nick.
“Well, what do you suspect the game to be, Nick?” asked Chick.
“I only suspect a game. What it is, I don’t pretend to guess,” was the reply. “Only, there is one thing which I cannot believe—which I cannot bring myself to accept.”
“The identity of this man who has appeared here as a claimant?”
“Yes.”
“You think that he is an impostor?”
“I suspect that he is; that is all.”
“And that there is perhaps another murder back of it all; the murder of the real Carleton Lynne?”
“I don’t know about that. That is going at it rather strong. It may be that the real Carleton Lynne has been dead a long time; or that he has been lost sight of for a long time. He may have gone to the Klondike with the rush and never have reappeared. There are a thousand and one things that may have happened to him, any one of which would give a clever impostor who had known him well in the past the opportunity; particularly if he were spurred to it by such a woman as Madge Babbington.”
“Or he may be lying now in a newly made grave somewhere, his papers and his birthright stolen by another,” suggested Patsy.
“Well, lad,” replied the detective, “that is what you are going to Idaho to ascertain. You are going there to trace every trail you can find of Carleton Lynne, and to follow one of them till it brings you here, if he is here; to wherever he is now, if he is not here.”
CHAPTER XX.
IN AN OPERA BOX.
“Well, Chick?”
“Nothing, Nick.”
“You have been ten days on the trail of Carleton Lynne, now.”
“Yes; and for the last five of them he has been in possession of the fortune he came here to get. It seems to me that it was given up to him mighty easily.”
“That was in accordance with my advice, Chick.”
“It was? Why?”
“Because I drew the inference that the possession of the millions would throw him off his guard; and the woman, also.”
“I haven’t seen any effort on the part of the Babbington woman to make his acquaintance as yet,” said Chick.
“They are playing warily, that is all,” said the detective.
“You are still of the same opinion in regard to them?”
“More than ever so.”
“You have been watching the McQueen woman yourself, haven’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Discover anything?”
“Not a thing.”
“And that Miss Hunt? I haven’t had a chance to talk with you in so long a time that all is news to me, now.”
“I have not been able to locate her yet.”
“Is there any news from Patsy?”
“Three telegrams, each one the same, containing the word, ‘Progress.’ ”
“That means that he is on the trail of something.”
“Yes.”
“You say that you left Lynne at the opera to-night, Chick?”
“Yes. He is occupying the old Lynne box. It’s ‘Ernani’ to-night.”
“Who is there with him?”
“He is alone.”
“What? Alone in the box?”
“Quite. He has seemed to avoid making acquaintances. I concluded that he was safe there for a time. That is why I came around here to the house to see you, Nick.”
“I’ll go back with you, I think. If he is still alone in the box, I’ll call upon him.”
“Not a bad idea.”
“Have you seen anything of Madge?”
“Not a sign of her. I think she must have left the city.”
“Not a bit of it, Chick. Don’t get that idea into your head.”
“Well, if there was anything doing, don’t you think they would have got busy before now?”
“Not necessarily. The stake is a big one.”
“I know; but still——”
“They can afford to play a waiting game where the prize is so large. If the two are working together, it is easy enough now for him to supply her with money, and they can afford to stand back and wait until every breath of suspicion is gone.”
“I know; but there is another thing, Nick.”
“What is that?”
“Carleton Lynne has got all that money now. He doesn’t have to share any part of it with Madge Babbington. He can snap his fingers at her, and——”
“I see that you do not half know Madge Babbington, Chick.”
“Why not?”
“Well, if he undertook to snap his fingers at her, as you express it—if he refused to keep to any compact he may have made with her, she would pull him down into the dust, even if she crushed herself in doing it.”
“All the same, Nick, that chap strikes me as being a pretty cold proposition. I don’t believe you could scare him with a dynamite cartridge under his bed.”
“I’ll admit all that; but even he would think twice before he went too far in giving offense to the Babbington woman.”
They had left the house while they were talking, and walked through to Broadway, where they now boarded an uptown car, and, as there were only a few blocks to ride, they presently descended in front of the Metropolitan Opera House, and entered.
“You may go where you please, now, Chick,” said the detective, as soon as they had passed inside. “Take up your task of trailing the man again, and don’t let up a little bit. I am convinced that something will come of it after a while.”
“Possibly,” replied Chick, with a shrug of his shoulders.
“And,” the detective went on, “I am not at all sorry for this delay in the perfection of their plans, if there are any plans. It gives Patsy time to finish his detail in the West; and I have a feeling that we will know a lot more about this affair when he returns from that trip.”
“I’m sure I hope so. Where are you going now?”
“Directly to that box.”
“Without first ascertaining if he is still alone in it?” asked Chick in surprise.
“Certainly.”
“He may not be there at all now. He may have gone to another box, and——”
But the detective was moving rapidly away, and Chick came to a stop, after which he turned about to seek a place from which he could again obtain a view of the Lynne box.
When he did find such a point of vantage he was rather surprised to discover that the box in question was empty—that Carleton Lynne was not there—and he began to turn his glance from box to box along the tier in search of him.
He discovered the man at last, in a box much nearer to the proscenium; and he saw that Lynne was chatting in an animated manner with a group of ladies and gentlemen who were occupying it.
He looked again, more closely, to discover who Lynne’s companions were, but decided that he did not recognize any of them; and then he gave a decided start of surprise, for one of the women who had been in the background moved forward, and he instantly recognized Madge Babbington in that woman.
As he made the discovery, Lynne turned to address some remark to her, to which she replied, and evidently made some further remark in return, for he arose, and Chick saw them leave the box together.
For a moment he was in doubt what to do, and then he remembered two things: One was that Nick Carter was somewhere up there near them, and the other was that neither of them had their street apparel with them. Hence they could not be leaving the opera house.
So he stood where he was, watching, and awaiting their return.
“Something is about to develop at last,” was his thought, for the ten days he had passed in trailing Carleton Lynne had been weary ones to him. It was the one element of detective work that he disliked.
In the meantime Nick Carter had gone directly to the Lynne box, had passed inside, and had made the same discovery that Chick did—that there was no one there.
Instead of stepping to the front of it, or withdrawing at once when he found that no one was there, he remained in the background and began to study the other boxes in search of Lynne, just as Chick was doing at that same moment from near the proscenium on the parquet floor.
Lynne was seated in that other box, so that Nick very quickly discovered him, although he could not see the Babbington woman when she stepped partly forward, at the time Chick discovered her.
He did see Lynne half turn to address somebody behind him, saw him leave his seat, and therefore assumed that he was about to leave the box altogether—and then he made two discoveries:
One was like Chick’s—that he did not know who any of the people were who were in the box where he had discovered Lynne; the other, and the more important one, was that in the box adjoining the one he was then in, on the right, were four persons whom he did know very well, indeed.
The discovery of friends so near at hand decided him on a course that had not occurred to him till that instant.
He jumped at the conclusion that Lynne was probably returning to his own box, since his coat and hat were still there, and that probably he was bringing some person or persons with him; and so Nick slipped quickly out of the box and, without announcement, entered the adjoining one occupied by his friends.
“Please don’t move or speak,” he said to them hastily, when they would have risen to greet him. “I want to listen. I’ll visit with you later.”
They supposed that he referred to the music when he said that he wished to listen, but his own idea was to learn, if possible, what might be said in the other box that he had just quitted.
He seated himself upon a chair that was just far enough back from the front so that he would not be observed, and at once leaned his head upon one hand, holding the palm open as if the better to divert the sound of the singing and the orchestra into his ear—and in doing so shielded his face from any person who might chance to look around from the adjoining box.
Also he pulled a curtain a little aside, so that he could see as well as hear—and he was not as greatly amazed as Chick had been a few moments before when he saw that two women had followed Lynne into the box, and that one of them was Madge Babbington.
“At last,” was his thought. “The real game is about to begin.”
But if he had anticipated hearing anything of importance in the conversation that ensued—for not one of the three paid the slightest attention to the great opera—he was doomed to disappointment.
Their talk was of the most commonplace sort, and it appeared from what was said that Lynne had, indeed, only just been presented to Mrs. Hurd-Babbington.
Actual mention of the supposed fact was actually made more than once—too often, Nick thought; and, indeed, it was the only thing that made him suspect that the conversation was more or less a studied one.
But he was destined to hear just one thing which made his effort worth while, and that happened when the other woman gave her attention for a moment to the stage, thus leaving Lynne and Madge for a instant to themselves; and it happened, too, that they were very close to the curtain beyond which Nick Carter was seated at the moment.
Even then, what was said was either quite a natural result of their meeting, or else it was carefully studied, in case it should be overheard.
“You are a charming woman, Mrs. Babbington,” Lynne said, in a low tone. “I wish that I might have an opportunity to know you better.”
“Then why don’t you seek one?” she retorted.
“May I? May I venture to call upon you?” he asked, with apparent eagerness.
“Would I turn a multimillionaire from my door?” she laughingly replied.
“Then I may come to you? When?” he demanded.
“You may come to-morrow, at three, if you like, and drink tea with me,” she said.
That was all; but it was sufficient, for Nick Carter, hearing it, decided on the instant that he would find a means to be there also.
CHAPTER XXI.
IN THE CORRIDOR.
The detective changed his mind about entering the box occupied by Carleton Lynne, for he had already heard enough to give him occupation for the ensuing day, and there was now nothing to be gained by an interview with either of the principals in the case.
Nick was desirous now of leaving the box into which he had intruded, even though the occupants of it were his friends; but he wished to leave it without attracting attention from the box adjoining.
He knew perfectly well that if either Lynne or Madge Babbington should chance to discover his presence so near to them, they would both realize that it was not chance that had taken him there.
They would be put on their guard again, particularly Madge, and there would be a longer interval than the one just passed before either of them would make another move to betray the secrets of the game they were playing.
Madge Babbington would be instantly on the alert if she were led to suspect that Nick Carter was so near to her at the very first interview—so the detective firmly believed—that she had had with Carleton Lynne.
After considering for a moment what was best to do, Nick turned, and managed to catch the eye of his friend, the owner of the box he was in, and he motioned for him to cross over, so that they could have a word alone together.
“Tom,” he said, in a whisper, “I want you to make my apologies to your wife and her guests, will you?”
“But you’ll stop and see them, and say hello, won’t you, after this act?” Stanton replied. “I know that Tillie will be greatly disappointed if you do not.”
“I’d like to, Tom, but you see I am here to-night on business. I found your box rather by accident, and took the liberty of dropping in to rest and to listen, as I told you; but now I must get busy again.”
“Well, later, then?”
“I’ll try to return, if I can; but I won’t promise. Now, be a good chap, and tell me that you’ll make my apologies, and I’ll slip out of the box without their knowing anything about it.”
Nick had drawn his friend to the rear of the box while they were whispering together, and they were standing so he could not see into the box adjoining; and so he was not aware of the fact that Mrs. Hurd-Babbington had stepped quietly out of it, and was, even at that instant, in the corridor at the rear of the tier.
With a nod and a smile at Stanton, the detective stepped quickly from the box, and—came face to face with the very woman whom he desired the least to see at that particular time and place.
She was standing there, too, precisely as if she were awaiting him; as if she had expected his coming, having known all the time that he was in the box next to her.
Well, the fat was in the fire, he argued to himself the instant he saw her, and so he governed his actions accordingly; that is, he merely inclined his head in token of recognition, and made as if to pass on without taking any further notice of her. In short, he acted precisely as he would have done had he not been watching her—had the encounter been purely an accidental one.
But Madge Babbington had no wish to permit him to pass in that manner, and whether she had been waiting for him or not could not be told from her manner. He knew that she was almost as perfect a master of her impulses and of the expression of her face as he was of his own.
She stepped directly in front of him, and so barred the way, and, with a flash of her strange eyes into his and a smile upon her lips that might have had its effect upon any man but Nick Carter, she said:
“We meet again, Mr. Carter. Quite by accident, I suppose?”
“Quite, madam.” And it was true so far as he was concerned, at least, in reference to the present encounter behind the tier of boxes.
“Are you sure that you are not here to watch me, Mr. Carter?” she asked, but without a suggestion of offense in her tone, even though she might have believed such to be the real condition.
He shrugged his shoulders and smiled back at her. He was on safe ground in what he was about to say.
“Madam,” he said, “you may assume whatever pleases you best in that regard, but the truth is that to-night is the first time in ten days that I have seen your face, or heard the sound of your voice.”
She lifted her chin, looked boldly into the detective’s eyes, and laughed softly.
“That counts for nothing,” she said. “I know you too well to take that statement for what you wished me to understand by it. You have a fashion of seeing with other eyes than your own, and of hearing with other ears than your own. The fact that you have neither seen nor heard me does not mean that you do not know of every move I have made, and have not been told of every word I have uttered during those ten days.”
“I perceive, madam, that you understand something about the detective business,” he replied, and attempted to pass on; but again she barred the way.
“I suppose you saw me in the Lynne box, from some other part of the house—no?” she said, tentatively.
“No, madam, I did not see you in the Lynne box from any other part of the house,” he replied.
“Then you were told that I was there.”
“I was not told that you were there, Mrs. Babbington. May I ask if you have occupied it all the evening?”
She looked into his eyes mockingly; then she laughed softly again, as if to herself, and about something that amused her greatly.
“No,” she said, replying directly to his question; “I have not occupied it all the evening. I am with some friends from the West who are farther along the tier. They—er—are long-time acquaintances of Mr. Lynne, and when we discovered that he was here, and alone, I induced them to send for him. He came, and we were presented. I thought, perhaps, you would be interested to hear about it.”
“So,” he said, “this marks the beginning of your campaign, does it?”
“Of my campaign?” she asked, raising her brows, as if she did not understand.
“The beginning of the effort to carry out the threat you made,” he added.
“A threat I made? To you, Mr. Carter? Surely, you are mistaken,” she smiled back at him.
“At least, you took it upon yourself on the occasion of our last interview, to give me what you were pleased to call a warning,” he said.
“Did I? A warning? Was I so foolish and childish as that? How absurd!” This time she uttered a little rippling laugh which was not unmistakable.
“How soon may we expect to receive cards, madam?” he asked her derisively.
“Cards, Mr. Carter? For the wedding that I prognosticated? Really, I couldn’t say, you know. The gentleman and I have only just met, you see. But, really, I feel that I have already made an impression. He has promised to drink tea with me at my home to-morrow at three.”
This statement, given voluntarily on her part, was a decided disappointment to the detective. He would have preferred it otherwise—that she had not told him, for he had made up his mind that he would find a way to enter her house and to be present at that interview, and now it was plainly impossible to do so.
“Does she know that I was listening in the adjoining box, and that I overheard the making of the appointment?” he thought to himself. Aloud, he asked her:
“Were you returning to that other box, alone?”
“No; I am going back into this one. My friend is there. Will you come inside?”
“Thank you, no.”
“You have other business, then, than watching me?”
“I am never without much to do, madam.”
“Mr. Lynne seems to be a charming man,” she said irrelevantly.
“Quite so.”
“And his millions—how many are there, Mr. Carter?”
“You should know better than I. You have estimated them more than once, have you not?”
“Ah, yes, many times. There are a dozen, at least. Fancy!” Then, with a slight inclination of her head, and a quickly spoken “Good night, Mr. Carter,” she turned away from him and disappeared inside the Lynne box.
For a moment the detective remained where he was, thinking over what had happened, and endeavoring to account for it as best he could, and then he walked slowly away, going directly to the street.
He looked at his watch as he passed outside, and it told him that the hour was half-past ten o’clock—and then an idea occurred to him which, because of the very boldness and strangeness of it, he determined on the impulse to carry out at once.
He glanced at his watch again, to make sure of the time, and saw that it was ten-thirty-two.
“They will not leave the opera house for another three-quarters of an hour, at least,” was the thought that went through his mind. “After that they will all go to Sherry’s, or Delmonico’s, or Louis Martin’s, for supper. Good! It will be one or two o’clock before she can return to her apartment. I’ll do it.”
The layman who reads these words will regard the thing that he so impulsively decided to do as unprecedented—and even a harsher term may be applied to it.
But, if there are those who would criticize the detective for what he had decided to do, and did do, remember that Nick Carter was certain of the real guilt of the woman in the matter of the murder of Edythe Lynne, and remember, also, that he was thoroughly convinced in his own mind that the man who was now in possession of the Lynne millions was an impostor.
Nick Carter was never one to quibble about trivial things, or to hesitate to perform an act because others might criticize it, if he regarded it as his duty.
And in this matter of the inheritance of the vast property left by J. Cephas Lynne he believed he had a bounden duty to perform.
He could never forget the moment when he had discovered the dead body of the beautiful heiress, at Pleasantglades.
She had been ruthlessly and wantonly cut off in the very prime of her young womanhood, in order that a scoundrelly cousin of her father’s, and this unsexed woman back there in the opera house, now smiling and talking and laughing, might possess themselves of the fortune.
Ever since the hour when he had followed the tracks in the snow between the great gateposts at Pleasantglades, and so had unearthed the crime that had been committed there, he had promised himself in his own silent way that those who had done that deed, and who had planned it and been instrumental in it, should never profit by reason of it.
There had been a time when he believed that he could convict Madge Babbington, as well as Thomas Lynne, who had actually done the murder; but that time was passed, and just now, if something heroic were not done to prevent, the woman would yet win all that she had desired in the beginning.
And so, Nick Carter, in that moment, decided that he would visit and search the apartment of Madge Babbington before she could return to it from the opera house.
That was what he had decided to do.
CHAPTER XXII.
A DARING EXPERIMENT.
To say that one will visit an apartment in a large hotel-apartment house during the absence of its owner or occupant, and search it, and to perform that ceremony are two very different propositions, as Nick Carter was destined speedily to discover.
The name of the particular one in which Madge Babbington had elected to reside after her acquittal at the trial was the Creotoria, and it was located on Broadway in that uptown section of the city where so many of those great edifices have been erected in the last few years.
It was eleven o’clock at night when the detective arrived there and entered the wide and spacious corridor which led to the office desk, and Nick found out at once that it was impossible for him to ascend to any of the upper floors of the building without first giving some adequate reason for doing so.
The obstacles which confronted him in the carrying out of his design seemed almost insurmountable at first, as he approached the desk where an expectant clerk stood waiting to receive him, having seen him enter at the front doorway—for this was no transient place, at which one might apply for lodgings for the night.
Plainly, the only way for the detective even to begin the accomplishment of what he had set out to do was to pretend that some one whom he knew lived there; but at the moment he could not recall that he had ever heard of the house until he had been informed that Mrs. Hurd-Babbington had gone there to live.
“I am seeking the apartment of an acquaintance who possibly resides here,” he said to the clerk, as he stopped at the desk and leaned upon it. “Will you let me see your house directory, please?”
“If you will give me the name I can save you the trouble of looking through the directory,” replied the clerk.
“Grafton,” said Nick, mentioning the first name that occurred to him—the name, by the way, of a very oldtime acquaintance, whom he had not seen for years, and whose home, when last Nick Carter knew him, was in London.
And right here happened one of those strange coincidences—or phases of luck, whichever one chooses to name it—which occur in the experience of every person of active life; for the clerk replied at once, and without an instant of hesitation:
“Oh, yes; Colonel Grafton. Certainly, he lives here. It is not ten minutes since he went up in the elevator. Will you telephone up to him? Or—if you will give me your name, I will have it attended to for you.”
“I will go directly to the apartment, since the colonel has only just gone up himself,” the detective replied carelessly. “Will you tell me how to find it?”
“Certainly, sir. Tenth floor, Broadway front; number one thousand and one.”
“Thank you.”
“Give me your name, please, and I will telephone up that you are coming. It is the rule, you know.”
“Just say that it is Mr. Parsons,” replied the detective, as he turned and hurried toward one of the elevators; and he did some tall thinking while the swiftly moving cage was bearing him to the tenth floor of the enormous building.
For the Grafton whom Nick Carter knew and whose name he had made use of on the impulse of the moment was not a colonel, and this man of the Creotoria could not be he.
Nevertheless, Nick had hit upon a name of a resident of the building, and there was so much gained, at least.
The detective hurried through the corridor of the tenth floor toward number one thousand and one, and discovered, as he approached it, that a tall, military-looking gentleman, with white mustache and imperial, and with a distinctly soldierly bearing, was standing in the open door awaiting his approach.
And Nick, when he was close enough, pretended great surprise in greeting the man.
“Why!” he exclaimed; “there must be some mistake! You are not my friend Grafton. Have I, by any chance, been directed to the wrong apartment?”
“I think not,” was the smiling reply. “My name is Grafton, although I have not the slightest recollection of you, sir. I am Colonel Morely Grafton, of the British army. Will you step inside, sir? It is possible that I can aid you in finding the man you seek, for Grafton is not a common name. We all claim relation.”
“My friend by that name is Paul Grafton, a resident of London,” replied the detective.
“I have a nephew by that name, whose home is in London,” was the reply, as the colonel led the way into the sitting room. “He is now in India. Will you be seated, sir?”
Nick sat down.
He realized that now, in order to carry out what he had gone there to do, he must waste a few moments in conversation with this man, in order that no suspicion might be attached to his call; and in the conversation that followed it came out that the nephew of the old colonel was really the detective’s friend.
And so, nearly half an hour was used up in chatting with the British officer before Nick Carter ventured to rise and take his leave; and when he did so he had to promise the colonel that he would call again at some future time.
But he had found his way into the house, and the rest of his design was now open to him.
The number of the apartment occupied by Madge Babbington was known to the detective, and, because of that number, nine hundred and one, he knew it to be directly beneath the one occupied by the soldier.
It was then midnight.
The corridors were deserted.
It is true that from some of the apartments, as Nick passed them, came sounds which indicated that the occupants were still very much alive and awake; but he paid no attention to these things, hurrying onward and descending to the next floor below by the first stairway he could find; and so he found himself, presently, before the door of nine hundred and one.
He listened at the door for a moment, but not a sound came to him from within; and yet he figured that it was more than likely that at least one servant was somewhere inside, awaiting the return of the mistress.
He speculated for a moment as to whether he should use his picklock, and so force his way inside, or ring the bell and trust to his ready wit and assurance to be permitted to wait—and he decided on the former course, realizing fully the risk he ran in doing so if he should be discovered.
That picklock of his which has been mentioned has often been described in the Nick Carter histories, and needs no further description here, save to say that it is an instrument of the detective’s own invention, and is a magic wand in his possession when it comes to the opening of locked doors. Even Yale locks are not proof against it.
He took it from his pocket, inserted it in the lock, manipulated it for a moment, and so pushed open the communicating door, stepped inside, closed it after him, and then stood very quietly in the hallway while he listened for any sound that might be made.
But there was none.
A dim light shaded by a red globe burned in that hallway; beyond, from one of the rooms, a brighter light glowed invitingly, and Nick tiptoed his way toward it and peered inside the room.
It was deserted, and, after assuring himself of the fact, the detective began a tour of the apartment, passing from room to room, to discover if there was any living presence in the place at all.
It did not take him long to become assured that he was the only person there, although he saw many evidences of the recent presence of one or more servants, and he came to the decision—correctly, as it happened—that the maid and perhaps another servant had taken the opportunity of their mistress’ absence to pass an hour or two with other servants in another part of the building.
At all events, the detective was satisfied that the way was open to him—for how long a time he could not determine—to search the place for proofs of the things he suspected, if proofs were there.
Of course, there was the possibility that one or both of the servants might return at any moment and surprise him—for it was now considerably past midnight—but he relied upon his own resources to conceal himself until there was offered an opportunity to escape, if such a thing should happen.
During his first tour of the apartment he had selected the room in which he believed such evidence might be found if any existed—- a small room which opened off from the library and was separated from it by portières.
It contained a roll-top desk, which was closed and locked; a cabinet letter file, which was also carefully locked against intrusion—and, in short, bore the general resemblance of a sort of office room; and at one corner of it there was a very small safe, which Nick believed he could lift and carry away with him, if he so desired.
“If there is anything here at all to interest me, and to supply the proof I want, it is inside that little safe,” was the detective’s thought, as he looked at it and estimated its weight not to exceed a hundred pounds at the most.
It stood upon a shelf of hard wood that had evidently been placed there for its reception, and a Navaho blanket had been draped over it, to conceal it.
Nick tried the handle of the safe door, to discover if Madge had left it unlocked, by any chance; but it was safely locked against intrusion, and so the detective spun the dial of the combination lock, preparatory to resting one ear against it to find the tumblers by sound, for he was an expert in that art, which, be it known, is a profession by itself.
He had just placed one ear against the dial, or so close to it that not a sound that might occur inside the lock would escape him; he had just begun to turn the dial when he was startled by the rattle of a key in the lock of the outer door of the apartment, and was made conscious of the fact that somebody was returning; but whether it was one of the servants, or the mistress herself, he had no means, just then, of determining.
Instantly he switched off the light in that small room, and then, as he heard footsteps approaching the room which adjoined it, he stepped quickly behind a tall easel in an opposite corner, which held an almost life-sized portrait of the beautiful Mrs. Babbington.
He found that it entirely concealed him, for the bottom of the canvas on which the portrait had been painted was not more than three inches from the floor; and so he stood there waiting while the footsteps came nearer—and he could now determine that there were two persons approaching, instead of one.
They entered that adjoining room where the light was glowing brightly, and the unmistakable voice of Mrs. Babbington, in low laughter, reached his hearing.
“ ‘Ernani’?” she was saying. “Yes, that was the opera to-night; but I scarcely heard a note of it, Nora. I had other things to think about to-night. And then, of course, we had to go somewhere afterward. That is why I kept you waiting. But I got away as soon as I could do so. Now, what news have you? Tell me while I am taking off these wraps.”
“There is one thing, Madge, that seems to be of some importance,” was the reply, delivered in a voice that gave Nick Carter a start of surprise, for he instantly recognized it as the voice of Miss McQueen, stenographer and secretary to Benjamin Oaks, the lawyer. “That young man who went to Idaho—Patrick Garvan was his name, wasn’t it?—is on the track of something—I don’t know what. And Chris says, in his last letter, that he ought not to be permitted to return. He says that an accident can happen to him out there, just as well as not. It is up to you, Madge, to decide that question.”
CHAPTER XXIII.
A SERIOUS PREDICAMENT.
Nick Carter would have given a good deal to have been absent from that particular locality at that precise moment.
It had been no part of his plan to remain there until the possible return of Madge Babbington, but it had not occurred to him that she would leave her friends before two o’clock.
He looked about him for a means of escape from that small room—a thing that he had somehow neglected to attend to before the necessity arose for it; and he remembered, as he did so, that the unusually large Navaho blanket that hung suspended from ceiling to floor close at his right hand, next to the easel, concealed a door; and as he recalled the plan of the apartment when he had searched through it, he believed that the door must communicate with the private hallway of the apartment.
But even so, would it be possible for him to open it and to pass through and close it again without attracting the attention of the occupants of the adjoining room? He doubted it.
Unused doors are apt to stick or creak on their hinges; nevertheless, it offered the only means out of the present dilemma, and he determined to attempt it.
He went about it methodically, realizing that haste would be fatal, and hoping almost against hope that no impulse on the part of Madge would send her into that small room before he could make his escape from it.
He stepped from behind the easel, knowing from the direction of the voices in the next room that neither of the women would be able to see him as he did so; and he pulled aside the Navaho blanket.
His luck favored him.
The key to the door was in the lock—quite naturally, one might say, on the inside of the door—and he opened the blade of his pocketknife, passing it up and down between the door and the casing, to discover if the bolt of the lock had been shot.
It had; and so he brought out his little case of miniature tools, with the tiny oil can that is half the diameter of an ordinary lead pencil, and shot a drop of oil against the bolt of the lock and upon the hinges of the door, and then, withdrawing the key, administered to that in the same manner—and believed that now, by exercising great care, he would be able to open the door without making a sound.
In the meantime the conversation in the adjoining room had been continued, and the detective had necessarily overheard every word of it, although he would not have remained a moment to do so had he been able to make his escape on the instant.
The reply that Madge Babbington made to the statement of Miss McQueen was characteristic. Nick could imagine just how she shrugged her shoulders when she made it.
“Wire Chris Morgan, the first thing you do in the morning, to get rid of him. I don’t care how it is done, Nora, only we can’t afford to take any chances. Still, I don’t see how Patsy Garvan has been able to dig up anything that would be of service to him.”
“He might do that if only he knew where to dig,” was the significant reply; and it was responded to by a light peal of laughter from Madge. Then she added, perhaps irrelevantly:
“Nick Carter was at the opera to-night.”
“Watching you, Madge?”
“Surely.”
“But I thought——”
“My dear Nora, he has never abandoned his ideas for a moment. He, or somebody working in his employ, has been on my trail and yours, too, ever since my acquittal.”
“And on Car—Carleton’s, too, I suppose.”
“Surest thing you know, Nora. I wish I could shoot a drop of prussic acid upon his tongue. That would keep him still for a while.”
“But you cannot, my dear.”
“No; at least, not at the present time.”
“I had thought that perhaps you would try——”
“Try what, Nora?”
“Your wiles, your fascinations, your witchery——”
“What! On Nick Carter? My dear, you don’t know the man.”
“Possibly not; but I have never known you to fail yet in such an undertaking. Look at the things you have done more than once. Look at——”
“Hush! No names!”
“Why? We are alone, aren’t we?”
“I suppose so. One never knows. One of my maids might even now be hiding behind the easel in my little den. I’ll look, presently, to see.”
Nick Carter was at that instant engaged in silently turning the key in the lock of the door, and he smiled to himself, being thankful that it had not occurred to her to make the investigation sooner.
“Well, Madge, you know the name that I would use. He hates you—there is no doubt of that—and at the same time he is so madly in love with you that he can scarcely contain himself.”
“But that is only when he is near me, Nora. Whenever he is away from me he hates me, as you say; and, do you know, he is so cold and snakelike, and so utterly fearless, that sometimes I am actually afraid of him.”
“You have reason to fear him; there is no doubt of that.”
“Oh!”—with a light laugh—“he will kill me some day, without a doubt, unless”—with deep significance—“he happens to die first.”
Nick Carter, in the adjoining room, which Madge had called her “den,” was at that moment in the act of passing through the doorway which he had succeeded in opening before him, and, as he paused an instant to hear that last remark of Madge’s, his glance fell upon the small safe, or, rather, upon the curtained blanket that concealed it from view.
He wanted very much, indeed, to inspect the interior of that safe. He had been interrupted at the very moment when he was attempting to do so, and now, without a second thought concerning what he would do with it, he turned about, raised it from the floor, lifted it through the doorway, put it down, turned and closed the door after him, and so stood in the hallway of the apartment, with only one more door between him and escape from the rather compromising position.
Again he picked up the safe. You or I would have found it difficult to carry away, but, although it was heavy, and a clumsy thing to bear, the detective’s great strength handled it easily, and he went along the hallway rapidly to the outer door which communicated with the corridor of the building.
What would he do with it? He had not decided that point yet.
He realized, of course, that he would not be able to take it with him out of the building, for there would be no sort of excuse that he could make to the clerk at the desk in the office.
Outside the apartment, he did not pause, even for an instant, but moved rapidly forward until he had turned a corner of the corridor, and so was hidden from the woman he had just left, in case Madge should discover her loss and rush into the halls to give the alarm.
But no such thing happened, and just then Nick came to the stairway, and he recalled the fact that the building was exactly twelve stories high.
He was on the ninth floor at the moment. Three flights of stairs would carry him to the top floor, and from there, another one, if he could find it, would take him to the roof.
Nick began mounting the stairs, going as rapidly as possible, carrying the weight he had to bear—hoping all the time that he would not meet one of the night watchmen, or any of the residents of the apartment house.
He found the stairs that led to the roof, and he found a locked door at the top of them, but we have already discovered that locked doors offered but little impediment to the onward march of the detective, and in a trice he had it open and had passed out with the safe in his arms, upon the roof.
“Wow!” he half exclaimed, wiping the perspiration from his face and seating himself for a moment upon the safe, to rest. “I have had a good many strange experiences, but this is certainly a new one on me. Anyhow, I’ve got the safe, and I have found rather a secluded place for opening it. There isn’t much likelihood of disturbance up here.”
Nor was there.
He began, as soon as he was rested, to turn the dial, with his ear close to it, and, although he was engaged in that manner upward of half an hour before success came to him, his patience was at last rewarded, and he turned the handle of the lock and opened the door.
The night was clear and there was the half of a moon in the sky, so there was light enough.
The safe being open, he turned it over on its back, so that such light as there was would shine into it—and then he uttered a sharp exclamation of utter amazement.
The safe that he had taken so much trouble to carry to the roof was absolutely empty, save for a pasteboard card, which had fallen to the back of it when he upturned it.
He reached inside and drew forth the card, wondering what it could be; and then for a moment he sat quite still, staring at it in silence; but only to break into a hearty laugh immediately thereafter.
What was it that caused his amazement, and then his laughter? This:
There was writing upon the card, which was the only thing the safe contained, and the message it contained was addressed to him. It said:
“MY DEAR MR. CARTER: So sorry to disappoint you, you know; but I have a notion that some day you will pay me a call, and, finding me absent, will venture to investigate the surroundings. Naturally, this safe would be the first thing to attract you; and so—this slight message of my regard and esteem.
“MADGE HURD-BABBINGTON.”
“Well, now what do you think about that?” he muttered to himself, with a grim smile on his face.
He wished at that moment that he had not taken it at all; he wished, also, that he could have returned it, so that Madge would not know that he had visited her apartment during her absence; he wished a lot of impossible things, in fact, but what he did was quite to the point.
He closed and locked the safe again, put it in an upright position, as if it had not been opened—for, of course, he replaced the card inside of it—and then he passed from the roof to the top floor of the building and walked down the stairs to the tenth floor, where he sought the elevator.
At least, he would return to the office from the floor to which he had been taken in the first place.
It was a little past three o’clock when he left the building, nodding to the clerk as he passed the office.
“I don’t think I could call this a very brilliant night’s work,” he told himself, as he sought the nearest subway station. “Still, that scrap of a conversation told me considerable, although I did not hear a word that would convey the slightest proof of what I desire to know.”
But he did not go directly to his home even then. He went, instead, to one of the night offices of the Western Union and wrote a telegraph letter of fifty words to Patsy.
CHAPTER XXIV.
THE DOUBLE TRAGEDY.
It was four o’clock in the morning when Nick Carter got into his bed, and, contrary to his custom, it was eight o’clock when he left it. He had been roused from sleep by the raucous cries of men in the street and avenue, who were shouting unintelligible information concerning an extra that was just out.
The cries sounded like:
“Wuxtra! Wuxtra! Fullercountuv——” Nick gave it up at that, although he believed that he had distinguished the word murder among the jargon. He rang his bell and called Joseph to him.
“What is that extra about, Joseph?” he asked.
“A double murder, sir, discovered early this morning—soon after four, I think. Danny is reading about it now, sir. I only saw the headlines over his shoulder.”
“A double murder? Where did it happen, Joseph?”
“I don’t know, sir. I did not notice. Shall I prepare your bath?”
“No; I’ll fix it myself. Go down and get me a paper. I’m rather curious to know what it is all about.”
“Yes, sir; at once, Mr. Carter.”
Joseph departed, and the detective repaired to his bath. When he came out of it he discovered the paper that Joseph had brought to him, on the table in his sleeping room.
One glance at the headlines riveted his attention instantly, and, naked as he was, he seized upon the paper and seated himself upon the edge of the bed to read the account of the double tragedy it partly described.
The word that had attracted his attention was the name, in large type, of the same apartment house at which he had met with his adventure during the preceding night—the Creotoria.
We won’t attempt to give the headlines as they were printed, but in substance they were something like this:
“Murder. A Double Tragedy at the Cretoria Apartments in Upper Broadway. Another Babbington Mystery. Woman lately tried for murder and acquitted is found unconscious beside the two victims of New York’s latest murder mystery. Triple crime intended. Bullet intended for the third victim went astray and her life was spared, although a slight wound was inflicted where it plowed its way along the side of her head just over the left temple. Only clew is mysterious late caller. A man giving the name of Parsons inquired for Colonel Grafton after eleven o’clock, but remained with that gentleman less than half an hour, and was seen by the night clerk to leave the building after three in the morning.”
The detective paused right there long enough to utter a low whistle of astonishment; and then he skipped down from the headlines to the article itself, for he was amazed to find that there had been three persons in that apartment when he left it. He had supposed there were only two—Madge Babbington and Nora McQueen.
We will not attempt to give more than the substance of the article, sufficient for the purposes of this story, but the account of the tragedy, briefly, was about this:
Mrs. Babbington, who occupied the apartment in question, kept two servants. One of them, the cook, had been given a night off to attend a wake in a distant part of the city, but had returned to the apartment shortly after four o’clock in the morning.
She had entered the place with a key, with which she had been provided, and had found that a brilliant light was still showing in the parlor, which, by courtesy, was called the library.
After listening and hearing no sound from that room, she went to it to investigate, and then ran screaming from the room to the telephone, which is in the dining room.
“Murder! Murder! Murder!” she shouted three times over the phone to the clerk at the desk, and then dropped to the floor in a faint, where the clerk and the night watchman presently discovered her.
They also found what they at first supposed was a triple murder in the library of the apartment. Three women were stretched upon the floor, apparently dead from bullet wounds, and in two of the cases the bullets had entered the brain directly in the middle of the forehead. In the third one something had deflected the aim of the assassin, and the bullet that was doubtless intended to slay her as her companions had been slain had glanced along the left side of her skull above the temple and ear. This wound is, however, not considered dangerous, the skull is not fractured, and Mrs. Hurd-Babbington will recover.
It will be remembered that Mrs. Hurd-Babbington was lately tried for the murder—and so forth, and so forth. Nick skipped that. He read on again, in substance as follows:
One of the victims of the double tragedy which came so near to being a triple one is the personal maid of Mrs. Babbington; the other victim is so far unknown, and has not been identified. At the time this paper goes to press Mrs. Babbington has not recovered consciousness sufficiently to give a coherent account of the affair, if, indeed, she knows more about it than has already been printed.
At a late hour last night—eleven-thirty, or near that time—a man appeared at the desk and inquired of the clerk for a gentleman named Grafton. This man gave his name as Parsons. The clerk sent him to the apartment of Colonel Horace Grafton, which is on the tenth floor of the building, and immediately telephoned to the colonel of the fact.
Colonel Grafton received him, and entertained him for about half an hour, at which time he took his departure; but it is certain that he did not leave the building or attempt to do so until after three o’clock in the morning, and it was then not later than midnight.
Where did he pass the three hours that intervened?
The theory of the police is that he intended to go through the place thoroughly, and that at last he found his way into the apartment of Mrs. Babbington, who was absent, having attended the opera; and it now appears that the apartment was entirely deserted at about that time. The cook was absent, as has already been stated, and the maid, who is dead, had been passing the time with another servant on the eleventh floor of the building.
It is supposed that the man was in the apartment when Mrs. Babbington returned to it with the other woman who accompanied her; that she encountered her maid in the corridor or at the door, and that the three entered together; that the thief, being discovered and probably threatened by the three women who found him there, shot them.
The clerk gives only a partial description of the man who asked for Colonel Grafton—et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.
No further details of the tragedy can be given until Mrs. Babbington has recovered sufficiently to relate her own experiences, which doubtless will be the case by the time our evening editions are on the street.
The detective laid the paper aside with a mixture of feelings.
There was one, of course, which was not without amusement, that he should be the one to be charged with the crime, and, when he realized that he had gone there without disguise, he saw that it would be well for him to alter his appearance for a few days, until some investigation could be made into the mystery.
That the unidentified dead woman was Miss Nora McQueen he had not a doubt; but who had done the thing?
Some one opened the door at that moment, and Chick entered the room. His first glance alighted upon the paper that the detective had been engaged in reading, and, with a half smile on his face, he asked:
“Well, what do you think of that, Nick? What do you make out of it?”
“Nothing—as yet. How do you read it, between the lines?”
“It’s an odd circumstance, isn’t it? I thought at first that that chap who gave the name of Parsons might have been you.”
“It was,” was the quiet reply.
“What? Do you mean that?”
“Yes.” And then the detective gave his assistant a correct account of all that had happened while he was at the apartment house; and, in closing, he said:
“Now, Chick, I have reason to think, from what the McQueen woman said to Madge last night, that nothing would have suited Carleton Lynne better than to put both of those women out of the way. But you can dispose of that idea at once, since you were——”
“Unfortunately, Nick, I cannot. I lost him.”
“Lost him?”
“Yes; just that.”
“Where? When? How? Tell me about it.”
“I’ll tell you all I know.”
“Well?”
“After the opera he went with the people who were in that other box where he made a call during the performance, to Louis Martin’s, for supper. I went there also, and found a small table not far from where they were seated. I was hungry myself, and, perceiving that they had ordered a substantial meal, I did likewise, not fearing but that they would be longer about it than I.”
“Well, go on.”
“It never occurred to me that Lynne might leave the table before they had finished, and I was unfortunately seated so that I was obliged to turn my head to look at them. I did not want the Babbington woman to get onto the fact that I was trailing them, and, knowing that she is as sharp as needles, I did not pay very close attention to them for a time; and finally, when I did look around, my man had disappeared.”
“Do you mean that he left there during the progress of the meal?”
“Just that.”
“Well?”
“I went out in search of him, but could find no trace, so, thinking that he might return, I went back to the dining room and waited for the others to leave. When they did break up I followed Madge and the woman you say was Miss McQueen to the Creotoria. When they had gone inside the building I came away.”
“Where did you go then?”
“I came home. I decided that either Lynne was safely in bed in the big house where he lives—the Lynne house—and that he would come out at the usual hour this morning, which is nine-thirty or ten, or that he had gone somewhere else where I could not get trace of him. I am going now to the Lynne mansion to watch for him.”
“All right. Go ahead. If he does come out at the usual hour, telephone the fact to me.”
“I will. What are you going to do about the matter of Parsons?”
“I’m going to get into a disguise and go to the Creotoria at once, to investigate this business in my own way.”
“And I?”
“You wait at the Lynne place until Carleton comes out or goes inside, no matter how long it takes. Afterward, come directly to me at the Creotoria. I’ll need you there.”
“Very well.”
“In case I am not there, wait for me. I’ll have arranged with headquarters so that we may have privileges on the case. Tell the manager who you are, and go ahead with the investigation in your own way.”
“Why, where will you be, if not there?”
“ ‘The Latest News,’ printed in red at the bottom of the page in that paper, states that Madge was taken to a hospital. I may go there to see her.”
CHAPTER XXV.
THE ADVANTAGE OF FOREKNOWLEDGE.
It was a remarkable circumstance that Nick Carter should have placed himself under conditions where he found himself suspected of having committed one—or, rather, two—of the most wanton murders of the century.
There was a grimly humorous side to it when he stopped to think, nor could he attach any blame to the hotel clerk or to the police, because they had assumed that the mysterious caller on Colonel Grafton was the person who had committed the deed.
But in that very supposition on their parts he had the advantage of them, in that he personally knew the untruth of it—in that until the hour of two in the morning, or a few minutes before or after it, he was certain that one of the women now dead and the other now wounded at the hospital were perfectly well, and certainly anticipated no thought of imminent danger.
It will be remembered that he had escaped from the apartment where the double crime was committed, with the small safe in his arms; that he had made his way to the roof of the building, and that he had spent a considerable time there in opening the safe.
He had not seen any person in the corridors—anywhere, in fact, within that building, after he came away from that apartment—until he had passed through the office on his way to the street, shortly after three o’clock; he had not noted the exact time.
But some person had been there—and it was almost a logical deduction that the person who had committed that double murder was in the building at the time Nick Carter entered it and did not leave it until after the business of the ensuing day had begun—or that the murderer was an actual resident of one of the apartments there.
This latter theory naturally disposed of the idea that had partly formed in the mind of the detective that the man who called himself Carleton Lynne might be the guilty one, because Chick had already been indefatigably on Lynne’s track for ten days, and was supposed to know—believed himself that he did know—every move that the man from the West had made during that interval.
The conversation that the detective had overheard while he was in hiding in the little room and intent upon making his escape from it must not be forgotten.
It had made a marked impression on him, implying, as it had done, a deep-seated hatred and fear—which is a stronger incentive to the commission of a crime than hate ever was—on Lynne’s part, for Madge Babbington.
Nick Carter’s theory of the original condition of things, which had brought about the appearance of Carleton Lynne upon the scene bore out this idea, too.
It was quite natural that the man, having attained the possession of the Lynne millions, should wish to keep them for himself and should have a reluctance to sharing them with a woman whom he both feared and hated—save only when he was in her presence, and she fascinated him with her tigerish eyes and her beauty.
And that very fascination which she doubtless exercised over him would lead him all the more insistently to wish to rid himself of her; it would but add to his fear of her when he was not with her, and when there was opportunity to think calmly upon who and what she was, and of what extremes she was capable.
Possibly he feared for his own life, as soon as she should be his wife.
The poisoned cup, the stealthy dagger, the pistol shot in the dark; all were possibilities which he could see waiting for him in that future that the woman had doubtless planned for both of them.
And so, while on his way to the Creotoria apartments, wearing an adequate disguise, so that he would not be recognized as the man who had called there to see Colonel Grafton, Nick Carter could not figure out in his mind any other theory that was satisfactory to him in regard to the murders, save the one that Carleton Lynne must somehow be the guilty person.
That idea of the police, of a burglar or thief, surprised at work and shooting down in cold blood three women who opposed his escape, was, to Nick Carter’s mind, preposterous.
There was one other point, too, which the detective had noticed in the reading of the account of the crime, and that was the accuracy with which the bullets had been fired at the victims—all save one of them; probably the last one.
Something of the personal description of Carleton Lynne has already been given, and now, as the detective recalled it, he remembered the cold expression in his eyes, that were set so wide apart, denoting innate cruelty; he recalled the deliberate, almost cautious, motions of the man, his steady, fearless, defiant eyes; and he remembered, too, that Lynne was a man out of the great West, where marksmanship with a six-gun is almost a matter of inheritance as well as a universal talent.
Lynne’s eyes were the eyes of a dead shot—and the bullet holes were bored exactly in the center of the foreheads of the two women who were dead, while the one fired at Madge had only narrowly missed its mark.
Nick believed that he could explain that miss, too, on the same theory that applied to the other two shots. In this manner:
Nora McQueen and the maid had been shot first, and then the weapon had been turned upon the woman whose eyes and whose very presence fascinated Lynne.
Had he caught one flash of those eyes, even as he attempted to fire the fatal shot at her? Had the expression in them compelled his intention to waver, and so deflected his aim? Even as she had stood there facing almost certain death at his hands, had she, in the fraction of a second that was permitted her, been able to throw her spell over him? And had he, even at the instant when his finger was pressing the trigger of his gun, sought, against his own set purpose and will, to spare her?
It was the only manner in which Nick Carter could account for a third shot missing, when the two that had preceded it had been fired with such deadly accuracy.
The papers had contained no mention of robbery—even the fact that the small safe was missing had not been discovered.
If there had been robbery of jewels or money, the papers would have reported it; and so it was apparent to the detective that the person who had committed the crimes had gone there with that express purpose in view—had gone there to kill. More than that, had gone there with the deliberate intention of murdering Madge Babbington and her friend and associate who was with her—Nora McQueen. For Nick Carter, since he overheard that conversation, knew positively that the two were friends and associates, and that they were working together—probably had long been associated.
We have gone over all this ground in order that the frame of mind which governed the detective when he went to that apartment house may thoroughly be understood.
He could not see any solution of the double crime save through the active instrumentality of the man who called himself Carleton Lynne; there was no other acceptable theory, for who else was there who could have desired the death of Madge Babbington, to the point of murdering her?
He did acknowledge to himself that, had he been less well informed than he was—had he not been there himself almost up to the time when the crimes were committed, and had he been told the story of the clerk at the desk about the mysterious stranger who had called there—he might have been influenced by it.
And then came another thought—a perplexing one, too:
Was it possible that the murderer, watching and waiting for the return of Madge and her friend, had seen him force his way into the apartment with his picklock—had waited until Nick Carter came out of the place, carrying the safe in his arms, and had then carried out his own dark purpose, realizing with a sense of security that another than himself would be suspected?
Such a thing was possible—was even highly probable, under the circumstances, and in the light of all that the detective actually knew of the conditions.
Nick telephoned to headquarters before he started out, as he had told Chick he would do, and so when he presented himself at the desk of the great apartment house he merely announced that he was sent there from headquarters—and gave his name.
Please remember that in appearance he did not at all resemble the man who had applied at that same desk at half-past eleven the preceding night.
“There are half a dozen men here from headquarters, even now,” the clerk told him; but Nick only nodded his head to that statement, and asked to see the house directory.
It was shown to him—a book taken from the safe, which contained the names and the numbers of the apartments occupied by each one of them, of every person—man, woman, and child—in the house.
He went over them without comment. There was not one there that suggested anything to him; but as he was in the act of returning the book to the day clerk he withheld it for a moment, and said:
“Point out to me, please, the names of your latest arrived guests—and begin with the very latest, informing me as you indicate the names the time of arrival here.”
“You will observe that there is not a vacant apartment in the building,” said the man behind the desk.
“Yes,” replied the detective.
“Well, with the exception of one gentleman, there is nobody in this list who has not lived here two years, or more. Here is the name—Henry Carroll.”
“Mr. Carroll seems to live alone; also to occupy rather a large apartment for a man who does live alone,” was Nick’s comment.
“Yes. He regretted that the apartment was so large at the time he took it; but it was the only vacant one we had. I made the contract with him myself. He is a very quiet, unassuming man, with iron-gray hair and closely cropped gray mustache. He would be a handsome man, too, if it were not for a frightful scar that extends all the way down one side of his face, and another one just like it that reaches a third of the way down the other side.”
“When did he engage his apartment?” the detective asked.
“It was engaged and paid for in advance, in order to hold it, three months ago,” was the reply.
“By the gentleman himself?”
“No; by an agent who represented him.”
“Is the man a New Yorker, or where is he from?”
“I do not know as to that, but, if you are of the opinion that he might have had——”
“I have no opinions; I am seeking information. When did Mr. Carroll first occupy his apartment?”
“He arrived here just three weeks ago to-day?”
“Where from?”
“I do not know.”
“And he has been here steadily ever since then?”
“No. He remained just a week, and then went away, to Washington, D. C., on a business trip.”
“Has he returned?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Last night, at a quarter to twelve.”
“Do you know if he is in his rooms now?”
“I know that he is not. He went out at half-past seven this morning.”
“Thank you. I am going to the ninth floor now. When Mr. Carroll returns please notify me of the fact at once; I wish to have a talk with him.”
“Yes, sir; I will do so.”
It was then that Nick sought the apartment, nine hundred and one, and if he had expressed his thoughts aloud, that expression might have been found in the following sentence:
“Henry Carroll will not return at all, for Henry Carroll and Carleton Lynne are one and the same.”
CHAPTER XXVI.
THE MURDERER IS FOUND.
Several things had happened to affect the case by the time Nick Carter entered the apartment.
The small safe had been discovered on the roof and had been traced to apartment nine hundred and one; a woman who would not give her name, and who was thickly veiled from observation, had appeared there and had inquired for Mrs. Babbington, and when told that Madge was at the hospital had departed with the avowed intention of seeking her at the institution. One of the headquarters men had followed her; the coroner had “viewed” the case and had given permission for the removal of the bodies, and that very thing was happening when Nick arrived; information had been received that Madge had recovered consciousness, and her brief statement boiled down to one sentence was merely that a man whom she did not know had appeared suddenly in the parlor of her suite and had begun firing his revolver the instant he did appear; and she claimed to know no reason why he should have done so, and that she had had no idea of his presence until the actual shooting began.
No weapon had been found; nothing had been discovered to assist in the solution of the mystery, save the incident of the safe, concerning which Madge insisted that she knew nothing, but which seemed to bear out the original theory of the crimes.
Nick returned to the office floor of the building.
“I want two things,” he told the clerk with whom he had already talked.
“Well, sir?”
“I want to see the night clerk who was on duty last night, and——”
“He is here now, sir, in the office of the manager.”
“Very well. Show me to that office, and I will tell the manager of the other thing I want.”
“Right this way, Mr. Carter,” was the reply, and he was ushered to a hidden office behind the desk.
“I am Nick Carter,” he said abruptly, “with authority from headquarters. Mr. Brixton, you are the manager here?”
“Yes.”
“I want you to go with me now to the apartment occupied by one Henry Carroll; never mind why till we get there. I want this night clerk to accompany us.” And, on the way to the apartment mentioned, after he had overcome the objections of the manager, Nick asked the clerk:
“Who came into the building after the man Parsons made his appearance and went to the suite of Colonel Grafton?”
“Only Mr. Carroll. No one else.”
“Who went out of the building?”
“Only that man who called himself Parsons—that is, until after six o’clock.”
“What time was it when Carroll went out?”
“Half-past seven.”
“Did he speak to you at the time?”
“Merely to say that he might not return to-day.”
“Would you recognize his voice if you should hear it again—say from another room—if you could not see him and if he could not see you at the time?”
“I am sure that I would. Sure thing.”
“All right. I’ll give you an opportunity to prove that assertion before you are many hours older.”
Brixton was at that moment opening the door of the apartment they sought, with his pass key. They entered together.
There were a few articles of clothing strewn about on chairs; some cheap toilet articles were on the dresser in one of the bedrooms; two suits of cheap clothing, almost new, were hanging in one of the closets; two trunks, both quite heavy when Nick lifted one end of each of them, were in another room.
“It doesn’t look as if Mr. Carroll was very domestic in his habits, or intended to remain here a very long time,” the detective remarked; and then, without announcing his intention, he drew a heavy bronze paperweight from one of his pockets—he had brought it with him surreptitiously from the manager’s office for the very purpose to which he now applied it—and he struck the hasp of the lock of one of the trunks a mighty blow, which broke it in half.
“What do you mean by such a proceeding?” the manager cried out; but, instead of replying, Nick calmly threw back the lid of the trunk.
The trunk was empty, save for about a dozen lengths of sheet lead, which had been cleated fast to the bottom of it.
Without a word of comment, Nick turned to the second trunk, and served it in the same manner—and with precisely the same result.
“You see?” he said, turning upon the manager. “Find Henry Carroll, and you will find the murderer—and I will find him before dark to-night. Come away. There is nothing more to be accomplished here.”
Chick was in the office awaiting the detective when he returned to it with the manager and the night clerk. Nick drew him at once to one side after telling the clerk, whose name was Pryor, to wait for him.
“Well?” he said to Chick.
“I think that Lynne must have spent the night at his house. He came out at the usual time this morning and went downtown. I let him go, and came here.”
“Good. Go now to the telephone; call up Ben Oaks; find out if Lynne is there. If so, tell Oaks to find an excuse for detaining him till we get there. If he is not there, ask Oaks to notify us the moment he arrives. I happen to know that Oaks had an appointment with him this morning.”
“There is another thing that is important—a message from Patsy,” said Chick. “I telephoned to Joseph, and he read it to me. I put it down as he stated it. Here it is.”
The detective took the paper and read:
“Will arrive nine-thirty, morning. Have important information. Don’t lose sight of C. L. before I get there.
PATSY.”
“Patsy did not receive the messages I sent early this morning,” was the only comment that Nick made as he put the paper into one of his pockets; but Chick had already gone to the telephone. He came hurrying back again a moment later.
“Lynne is there,” he said. “Oaks will detain him till we get there. Shall we go now?”
“Yes; only I want you, Chick, to go in another direction. Go to the Lynne residence and make a thorough search of the rooms and everything in them that this man has used since he has been recognized as Carleton Lynne. Telephone me from there, at Oaks’ office. I want you to find, most of all, an iron-gray wig, cropped false mustache, and a pair of oiled-silk face scars, such as we have had to use in disguises before now—and anything else that turns up. Come along, Pryor. We’ll take the subway.”
The detective left Pryor in the corridor of the office building while he entered the office of Benjamin Oaks; but a moment later he opened the door and beckoned to the clerk, who followed him inside, led him across the room to another door that was partly ajar, and said:
“Listen, and tell me whom you suppose to be in that room.”
After a moment of silence, during which Pryor listened to the murmur of voices that could be heard in the private office, he turned and, with a strange expression on his face, but without hesitation, said:
“Mr. Carter, one of the two men who are talking together in that room is Henry Carroll. I would swear to it anywhere.”
“Good. That is all. You may return to the Creotoria now and wait there till I need you, Pryor.” Then, when the clerk had gone, the detective walked calmly into the private office of Benjamin Oaks.
Oaks looked up at the detective’s entrance, and nodded his head in recognition. The other man, who had been called Carleton Lynne, half arose from his chair, and then, with a curt nod at Nick, reseated himself upon it.
Nick, with a genial “Good morning, gentlemen,” passed behind Lynne’s chair in crossing the room; but when he was directly behind it he moved with lightninglike quickness. He drew a pair of steel handcuffs from his coat pocket; he seized Lynne’s wrists and drew them together so suddenly that the man could not resist him, and he snapped the handcuffs into place, pinioning the man’s wrists behind his back, before there was an opportunity of escape or resistance.
Of course, there was a struggle, but it was shortlived, and the man who was known as Carleton Lynne found himself on his back on the floor, with Nick Carter standing over him, and smiling down upon him as he said coolly:
“Henry Carroll, alias Carleton Lynne, alias a lot of other names—I have no doubt—you are under arrest for the double murder at the Creotoria apartment house early this morning, and, incidentally, for the lesser crime of impersonating one Carleton Lynne, and for the temporary theft under that name of some twelve millions of dollars. Call up headquarters, Oaks, and tell them to send a wagon down here after this fellow. I’ll stand here till it comes.”
That practically ends this story, although not quite. There are a few interesting odds and ends to pick up, as yet, which are important.
Chick found the wig, the mustache, the oil-silk scars, and five letters addressed to Henry Carroll at Hailey, Idaho, at the house he searched. Four of the letters contained not a thing that seemed to be important; the fifth one was in cipher; none of the letters bore a signature; all were typewritten, and bore the New York City postmark. It is worthy of comment right here that not a thing was found to implicate Madge Babbington in the affair, and to state that at the trial of Carroll, which followed in due time, he steadily denied that she had had any complicity with him in his acts. When asked why he had attempted to murder her, he admitted that he had known her for a long time—insisting, however, that she had known him only as Carleton Lynne, and had believed that to be his right name—and that she had repulsed him when he declared his love for her. It was all a lie, of course, but there was no way of establishing that he did lie about it.
The veiled woman who had called at the apartment, and who had gone from there to the hospital to see Madge, proved to be the missing Miss Hunt who had formerly and for so long a time been in the employ of Benjamin Oaks.
The information she had to give was as unimportant as were the statements of the man Carroll. It was merely to the effect that she had been bought off from her “job” by the woman, now dead, who called herself Nora McQueen, and had gone on a trip in the meantime, having been assured that she could get her job back again at the end of six months, or less; and that she had been lately notified by Miss McQueen that she could return at any time, being advised when she did so to apply first, for information, to Mrs. Babbington, at the Creotoria. She had returned to the city that morning, had seen the account of the murders, had gone to the Creotoria, had seen the dead body of Miss McQueen, and had hastened to the hospital for further information—which she did not get.
Down at the office of Benjamin Oaks, when the patrol wagon had taken the prisoner away, the lawyer and Nick had spent a few moments in conversation, and then Nick had hurried away to his own house to meet Patsy, who had notified him by telephone at the lawyer’s office of his arrival. Chick was there, too, waiting.
Nor was that all.
Patsy had not returned alone.
He had brought with him an emaciated but convalescent gentleman, and when he introduced that person to Nick Carter it was done in these words:
“Mr. Lynne, this is Mr. Carter. Chief, this man is the real Carleton Lynne. He went to the Klondike at the time of the rush with a friend named Henry Carroll. He got lost in a storm while there and was reported dead. In reality, the silence and the cold destroyed his reason, and for years he wandered about the world, not knowing who he was. But his memory returned to him a few months ago, and he made his way back again to Hailey, Idaho, where he is well known, and where there is sufficient proof of his identity, as I have found.
“You will notice that there is a strange as well as an unaccountable resemblance between him and Henry Carroll—at least, he tells me there is, and Chick agrees with him; and that, I think, in part accounts for the daring effort on the part of Carroll to pass himself off as Lynne. Of course, the stolen papers and photograph assisted in that—and Carroll took good care not to appear in Hailey as Lynne.”
And so it was that the rightful heir came into his own at last.
CHAPTER XXVII.
A MAN WITH A GUN.
Carleton Lynne raised himself in the bed, not without some difficulty, and stared at the intruder. He was weak, and therefore unable to defend himself, but no trace of fear showed upon his features, or in his eyes, which gazed quite calmly into the eyes of the man who had quietly seated himself upon a chair ten feet away and who was holding an automatic pistol so that the muzzle of it menaced him.
Carleton Lynne had stared death in the face too many times to be greatly frightened by the present episode. Experience had taught him that when one man threatens another with a gun, he does not intend to make use of it unless the necessity arises; and as yet there was no necessity that this gun should be used.
“Well?” he inquired composedly, and with the ghost of a smile upon his lean face which plainly showed the ravages of the long illness he had undergone.
“You’re a cool one,” was the response, delivered in a heavy bass voice which was yet modulated to the necessities of the occasion so that the sound of it would not penetrate beyond the walls of the sleeping room of the present master of the Lynne mansion.
“I am also a sick one—or, rather, a very weak one, as a consequence of having been extremely ill for a long time,” was the calm reply. “I could not fight you if I tried, there is no electric button within my reach, and I have no weapon under the pillow, or in the bed, so your present attitude with that gun in your hand is quite unnecessary.”
The unexpected, uninvited guest chuckled and grinned, and lowered the gun, which he dropped into the side pocket of his sack coat.
“You are Carleton Lynne,” he said—as one might have said “this is a room in a house.”
“I am,” was the reply.
“You are the master of millions, too.”
“About a dozen of them, I think—more or less.”
“What are you going to do with them?”
“Really, I don’t know. I haven’t given much thought to that aspect of the subject, as yet.” This reply was given with a smile, and Lynne hitched himself farther up in the bed and crowded the extra pillow behind him.
“It’s time you did, then.”
“Very possibly. Is it because you wished to give me some disinterested advice on the subject that I am indebted to this midnight call?”
“Do I look like a fellow who goes around giving disinterested advice?” was the gruff response.
“No; to tell you the truth, you do not. On the contrary, you bear a very close resemblance to an unmitigated scoundrel, coward, and squaw man whom I once knew in the Klondike. He was known up there as Red Mike.” This answer was delivered as coolly and as imperturbably as it might have been had their positions been reversed.
But the man seated on the chair seemed to accept it as a compliment rather than as an affront. He grinned affably and shifted one leg across the other knee.
“I’m glad you haven’t forgotten me, Lynne,” he said. “The fact may hasten the adjustment of matters between us.”
“One does not soon forget an enforced association with vermin,” said Lynne.
“That will be about all of that sort of twaddle, Mr. Carleton Lynne,” Red Mike remarked, with a slow scowl. “We can talk decently together, without slinging mud, or I’ll fix you so that you won’t be able to talk at all. Take your choice.”
“Very well; talk away—if you have anything to say that can be listened to by a self-respecting gentleman. I find that I have been mistaken about you, and I’m very sorry that it was a mistake.”
“What about?”
“I had been informed—authentically, I supposed—that you were dead.”
“Well, I heard the same thing about you; only I’m glad that it has turned out to be a mistake, for otherwise you would not have come into these millions.”
“Quite true, Michael the Red.”
“Hank Carroll would have raked in the pot, eh?”
“Oh, no, he wouldn’t. He’d have got what is coming to him now, within a short time, just the same. It happens in a room with a little door, and it is done by shifting an electric switch. The explanation may interest you, Michael, because that is what you are destined to get, too.”
“It will be long after you are dead and buried, if I do.”
“Possibly; but that, if it be true, does not alter the inevitable. Might I venture to ask what brought you here?”
“Your millions, Lynne. I want a couple of them.”
“Oh, you do, eh?”
“I do—and you’re going to give them to me.”
“Oh, no, I’m not. You’re quite mistaken about that.”
“If you do not—if you refuse the terms I shall offer you, I’ll——”
“Don’t say it, Mike.”
“Why not? Have I scared you for once?”
“I’m not one of the scary kind, as you know; and you’d only be indulging in another lie. You wouldn’t kill me; not now, at least.”
“Why not?”
“Because if you did that there would be no show at all for you to get something out of me, while on the other hand while there is life there is also hope. Eh, Mike? I am wondering how you ever scraped up courage to come here and face me, even though you know that I am physically unable to defend myself. Who is behind you in this affair, Mike? You never would have dared to undertake it alone; never at all if you had not been egged on to it by some one with a stronger will. It must have been a woman, Mike; men never had much influence over you.”
Red Mike moved uneasily in his chair, and shifted his legs; also he gave the subject a different channel.
“I took the trail of Henry Carroll, and kept it for two years after I found out what he was up to,” he said. “I was just about to fall on him when——”
“Well, why do you hesitate?”
“When Nick Carter spoiled it all after Hank was fool enough to murder those two women in that flat at the Creotoria.”
Carleton Lynne laughed aloud. Then he said:
“You would never have ‘fallen’ upon Carroll, Mike, and you know it.”
“Why not, I’d like to know.”
“Because you were afraid of him; you always were—more afraid of him than you were of me in those old days, and that is saying considerable.”
“Afraid of nothing!”
“Afraid of everything, rather. You always were a despicable coward, Michael—don’t look so savage; words can’t hurt you—and Carroll was never afraid of anything. Have you forgotten the time he made you crawl on your hands and knees out of the saloon at Nome? And that, without showing a gun, while you held one in your hand all the time and were afraid to attempt to use it.”
The scowl on Red Mike’s face grew threatening, for, after all, the man on the bed was at his mercy.
He dropped his right hand into the coat pocket again and fondled the automatic gun, as if half inclined to use it; and Lynne, without changing the tone of his voice but realizing the danger of the moment, added:
“Maybe the effect upon you was hypnotic.”
The scowl disappeared, and the right hand came out of the pocket, without the gun.
“That was it. He always did half hypnotize me, Lynne. I was never really afraid of Carroll, but those deadly cold eyes of his always affected me somehow so that I could not move a muscle.”
“Quite so,” replied the man on the bed ironically.
“Say, are you going to give me a slice off of that fortune of yours?”
“I am—not!”
“Then it’s yours for the long, dark journey, Lynne.”
“Nonsense, Mike; and besides, I have followed that trail so near to the end of it so many times that it has become quite familiar. I’m not at all afraid of it. Who is the woman, Mike?”
“What woman? What are you talking about?”
“The woman who induced you to come here.”
“There isn’t any woman.”
“Oh, isn’t there? I thought that perhaps you had hit it off with Mrs. Hurd-Babbington. She has had her eyes upon the Lynne millions for a long time, and the gentleman you mentioned a moment ago, Mr. Nicholas Carter by name, has told me that she won’t lose sight of them. I suppose I could buy you both off with a million apiece, eh?”
“I want two. I don’t know anything about any woman.”
“You want two millions, do you? What would you do with them if you had them?” Lynne pulled himself still farther up in the bed as he asked the question.
“I’ll tell you one thing that I would do,” was the eager reply, for he evidently believed that Lynne was weakening, and might, after all, give up. “I’d get out of your sight and mind, and stay out of them.”
“Would a check satisfy you, if I should get out of this bed and write one now?”
“No, it would not. I’m not such a fool as all that.”
“Well, you don’t suppose that I am in the habit of taking two million dollars, in cash, to bed with me, do you?”
“No, but I do know one thing about you, Lynne.”
“Do you, really? What is that interesting thing that you do know about me?”
“I know you to be a man of your word. If you should give me your solemn promise that you would put two millions in cash in my hand to-morrow or next day, and give me fourteen days’ start without attempting to follow, or to find out where I had gone, you’d keep your word to the letter. I know that.”
“You pay me quite a compliment, Red Mike.”
“Will you do that, Lynne?”
“I am considering it. Don’t hurry me. Will you tell me the name of the woman?”
“Yes, if you consent.”
“So there really is a woman behind you, after all, eh?”
“Stow that, Lynne. If you do not give your consent”—he drew the automatic from his pocket—“I’ll use this little toy, right here, and now. That’s final, and I’ll give you just five minutes to answer.”
CHAPTER XXVIII.
STARING DEATH IN THE FACE.
There were several years of entire blank behind Carleton Lynne, so far as his memory was concerned.
He had gone to the Klondike before that time, prospecting for gold, and he had gone to that country of blizzards and gold, starvation and plenty with a man named Henry Carroll, to whom Red Mike had already made reference in the foregoing conversation.
In the mind of Lynne there was here and there a hazy recollection of some of the lesser things that had happened to him after he so nearly died of exposure and injuries in the far north; but in the main he knew nothing of those intervening years, and had known little or nothing of himself, not even his name, until a short time before Patsy found him, to bear out the proof that the impostor in the East, Henry Carroll, was not the heir to so many millions.
And the young man, as yet only twenty-six, was still an invalid, although he had lost nothing of his old spirit and daring—and back of the date when he had fallen exhausted in the snow and had been left for dead, his memory was clear enough.
Therefore, naturally, he remembered the man who had intruded upon him in his sleeping room in the Lynne mansion in New York City, which he had been in possession of so short a time—for everything that had happened to him before that dreadful experience was as strong in his recollection as if the happening had been yesterday.
And this Red Mike had been one of the bad characters of that former experience in the Klondike.
He had been a bad man and a dangerous one, until he was cornered; but at such times, like others of his ilk, he had inevitably proved himself an unconscionable coward.
Mike had been at one time the proprietor of a saloon, a gambler, and everything that was bad; he had been a sluice robber, a road agent, a thief, a bully, and he had been suspected of at least one murder done in cold blood, where the victim had been shot in the back, and without an opportunity to defend himself.
But there had been no proof of it, and he had not been made to suffer the consequences of it, as should have been the case.
And once upon a time, when Lynne and Carroll and two others had found the man lost in the snow and near the point of perishing they had rescued him and saved his life.
Most men would be grateful forever for such an act of succor, but it had seemed to incur the enmity and hatred of Red Mike, rather than his friendliness.
And then, just before Lynne started out on the trail which was to be his last one in that country—the time he was supposed to have lost his life—Lynne had had occasion to administer a thorough thrashing to the Red one.
These are small things, to be sure, but with a character like Red Mike’s there is no such thing as forgetting them—and Mike had not forgotten.
And Mike, with all his roughness, uncouth manners, and scoundrelly principles, was a well-educated, well-bred person, who had gone wrong, or whose natural propensities for evil had dominated every other impulse within him.
Just why Mike should be there in that room at the dead of night, Lynne did not know, and at the moment could not guess, although he thought that he could read between the lines and conjecture upon it vaguely.
Carleton Lynne recalled the fact that once when he was in the company of Henry Carroll—now on his way to the death chair at Sing Sing—and this same Red Mike, he had been led to talk about his rich uncle in the East, J. Cephas Lynne, and to speak of the millions possessed by that relative whom he had not seen since he was a child; and since Patsy found Carleton Lynne in Idaho, and had related to him all that had happened to bring about the death of J. Cephas Lynne and his only daughter, Edythe, and to take to New York a man who personated Carleton Lynne—well, the rightful heir had been enabled to understand something of the conditions that had brought about such a strange circumstance; or rather, such a condition of circumstances.
He could understand, or thought he could, how, after he was supposed to be dead, Carroll had remembered that conversation in which reference to the rich uncle had been made; how Carroll had looked the matter up, had learned of the death of Cephas Lynne and the daughter, and that the great fortune was going a-begging.
And so—well, Henry Carroll had possessed himself of the papers and old photographs of his supposedly dead associate, and had finally gone East to impersonate Lynne, and to make claim to the fortune.
And now, as Lynne faced Red Mike, there in his own sleeping room, he could understand, too, how the desperado had been all the time on the track of Carroll, resolved that he would force some kind of a division of the wealth from the man who had once been Lynne’s partner.
But then things had taken another turn.
Carroll had fallen under the influence of a woman—Mrs. Hurd-Babbington; he had committed the crimes which were speeding him toward the death chair, and the rightful heir had been found in this man who was now sitting so calmly in his bed, facing the armed man who had intruded upon the privacy of his room in the dead of night.
That was the exact situation at the moment as nearly as it can be explained here.
There had been no difficulty in establishing the identity of the real Carleton Lynne, and in proving his right to inherit the millions of J. Cephas Lynne, and so now, at this moment, he was the master of millions—and be it said, as little affected by that mastery as if they had been counted by units instead of by hundreds of thousands.
Nevertheless, Lynne knew thoroughly well the character of the man who threatened him.
A coward to the backbone, he was none the less dangerous with the power in his possession, as it now was, to murder a defenseless man; and again, this man, without a single trait of character that made for good, understood perfectly well the character of the man in the bed; knew that he could accept that man’s word, and that if given, it would be kept.
And so, with the pistol in his hand, he demanded such a promise, on pain of death.
Put yourself in such a place for a moment, in thought, and consider what you would do under such circumstances.
Suppose yourself to be as yet barely convalescent after a long and severe illness, with all your strength sapped and gone, and with no physical ability to cope with such a person as Red Mike.
What would you do, if, being the possessor of many millions, you were awakened from your sleep under just such conditions?
The answer is obvious, of course.
You, and I, and nine hundred and ninety-nine men out of every thousand would give the required promise readily enough, and as readily break it, convinced that a promise given under such conditions cannot be a sacred one, and should therefore not be kept.
But not so Carleton Lynne.
Red Mike was well aware of the one weakness of this new master of millions, and he was smart enough to play upon it—for it is a weakness to have set up one principle on a pedestal, and to have sworn that no sort of condition would ever compel a departure from it.
Well, then, what would you do, under such circumstances, if it were morally as impossible for you to give your word and then break it, as it were physically impossible for you to throw the intruder out of the window?
There does not seem to be much left that it could be possible to do, does there?
Lynne hitched himself still higher in the bed and threw back the clothing that covered him; then, clad only in his pajamas, he swung his legs around over the side of the bed, and thrust his feet into a pair of bath slippers that were within reach.
Then he sat quite still, with his hands resting on his knees, while he bent forward just a little and peered smilingly into the face of the burly, red-headed, but nevertheless handsome, scoundrel who was now holding the automatic pistol with the muzzle of it covering his heart.
The thing that had awakened Lynne from sleep was the switching on of the electric lights when Mike entered the room, so that now, with four incandescents glowing, the room was shadowless.
“No funny business now, Lynne,” said the intruder. “You can give me that promise just as well without getting out of bed—so stay there.”
“Well, I won’t stay there, Mike, and that’s all about it,” was the cool reply. “I’ve got to think this thing over.”
“Rats! There isn’t anything to think over. All you’ve got to say is ‘yes; I’ll do it, Mike,’ and after you have said that, we’ll arrange the details, and then I’ll put my gun back in my pocket, and hit the trail. You can do that just as well where you are, as——”
“Look here, Mike, a man doesn’t give away two millions without making conditions, does he? You wouldn’t, would you?”
Red Mike permitted himself to grin.
“Well, make your conditions where you are, then. I’ll agree to ’em.”
“I won’t do it. Shoot, if you want to; but I won’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Make any verbal conditions with you. You’d agree to anything, and break your agreement the next hour. I know you.”
“Well, what do you want?”
“Before I make any promises, such as you demand, I’m going to draw up a paper which you have got to sign with your full name.”
“Oh; I have, eh? Well, maybe I won’t do that, Lynne.”
“Then you won’t get any promise out of me; that’s flat; not with twenty automatics in your hands.”
Saying this, Lynne kicked off the slippers, and made as if to return to the bedcoverings.
“Hold on there,” Mike exclaimed. “What kind of a paper do you want to write?”
“You’ll know what it is after I have written it and you have read it over.”
The reader will see by all this that notwithstanding the years that had passed since any former meeting between these two men, Lynne nevertheless knew his man perfectly well. If he had permitted himself to be bullied at all, there would have been nothing for him to do but to comply with the demands that were made upon him. But, by pretending that he was at the point of consent, and then insisting upon certain useless forms, Lynne believed that an opportunity could be found to do the thing he had determined to attempt in order to escape from the present predicament.
“Where do you want to write it? At that desk over there?”
“Probably.”
“Have you got a gun, or any sort of weapon hidden away in that desk, where you can get your hand on it?”
“No.”
“Are you going to make that promise?”
“We will discuss that after you have consented to sign the paper I shall draw,” was the calm reply. “Not before.”
“All right. Go to the desk and write it. But, mind you, Lynne, I shall watch every move you make, and if I so much as see an indication on your part of trying to get out of this scrape, I’ll turn this gun loose, and you’ll get eight bullets in your back faster’n you could count ’em.”
CHAPTER XXIX.
TURNING THE TABLES.
Carleton Lynne seated himself at the desk, drew some sheets of paper toward him, and began to write.
He did not once turn his head to look behind him, although he could, from time to time, hear Red Mike, as the desperado shifted his position, or his legs; and once he heard him strike a match, and presently smelled the odor of tobacco. The fellow had rolled himself a cigarette, evidently; had laid aside the gun long enough to do that.
This, of itself, was promising. The man was relaxing his vigilance possibly.
Lynne wrote on in silence.
He scarcely thought of what he was writing, his thoughts being busy with the exigencies of the moment; and yet he wrote succinctly for all of that, for he was well aware of the fact that he had an educated man to deal with, and one who was more than ordinarily shrewd in his way.
Nevertheless Lynne had no intention of making the promise that had been demanded of him; he was seeking only time to think up a way out of the dilemma in which he was involved.
He wrote slowly—very slowly indeed, killing all the time he could; and after a time the continued uneasy stirring of Red Mike in the chair behind him told him that the man was fast becoming impatient.
“Say, what are you up to, anyway, Lynne?” was the impatient demand that came, after a time. “Do you suppose that I want to spend the balance of the night here?”
Lynne shrugged his shoulders and wrote on, without reply.
“How long is that bloody document going to be?” was the next demand.
No reply.
“What is it all about, anyhow?”
“I’m nearly through now, Red,” was the reply, this time. “Just a moment more.”
There was another interval of silence, and then Lynne laid aside the pen, picked up the paper upon which he had been writing, and pretended to read over what he had written with great care; and all the time Red Mike watched him with close attention.
Presently Lynne dropped the hand that held the paper at his side, and raised his eyes to the man who confronted him, for he had turned in his chair when he began to read over the contents of the paper.
“Well,” said Mike, “is it ready?”
“Yes. Shall I read it to you, or do you prefer to read it for yourself?”
“I reckon, maybe, if I’ve got to sign it, I’d better read it myself; eh?”
“As you please.”
“Suppose I won’t sign it after I have read it?”
“Then you won’t get any promise from me; that’s all.”
“Not even with this?” he raised the gun threateningly.
“No, not even with that; not with a dozen of them,” was the decided reply.
“All right. Let’s see it. We’ll talk over the particulars afterward.”
Lynne bent forward and passed the paper to him; but as Red Mike took it in his hand, he did not remove his eyes from the face of Lynne; and, after a moment, he exclaimed:
“Say, Lynne, you’d better get back into that bed. You look—well, you look all in. You’re a heap sicker than I thought you were.”
“The exertion—of getting up—and writing—this—was a little—too much—for me—I suppose,” replied Lynne, staggering to his feet and groping out with his hands as one does who is walking in the dark and is fearful of colliding with some obstacle.
He reeled a little where he stood, and then essayed to move toward the bed, while Mike, bending toward him, watched every move as if he did not know whether to assist the sick man or not.
Lynne took a tottering step toward the bed; then another one; he raised his right hand to his forehead and pressed it there; he staggered again; and then, just as Red Mike started to rise from his chair, probably to lend assistance, Lynne pitched forward full upon him, overturning chair and man together at the same instant, and they went to the floor together, for despite the sickness that Lynne had undergone he was still a heavy man.
The reader has suspected, of course, that Lynne was counterfeiting this attack of faintness; that he was dissembling. Red Mike did not suspect it, however; it was too well done—and it was the only method that Lynne had been able to think of by which there was the slightest possibility of his gaining the upper hand.
So, when he did fall forward, he fell with a dead weight; and he took care to cast that weight all upon the side of the other man where the automatic gun was still grasped in the right hand; and as he fell, he made use of a pin that he had picked up from the desk where he had been writing. It was, in fact, the pin that had really suggested the act he was endeavoring now to carry out.
He held it between the thumb and finger of the hand he had pressed against his forehead, and, as he fell forward, he threw that hand out so that it came into sharp contact with Red Mike’s right hand, which held the gun.
If you had been a witness to the scene, you would have said that Lynne’s chin and hand fell somewhere upon Red Mike’s firearm, at the same instant—and you would have been astonished at the consequence of it.
The sharp prick of a pin, ungently prodded, will sometimes produce great results, for the pain from it is unexpected, and is always acute.
That this one was prodded downward into the wrist of Red Mike by no gentle thrust may well be believed, and the man uttered a sharp exclamation of pain, while his fingers unclasped themselves from around the butt of the gun so that it fell to the floor even before the men did so.
Lynne knew perfectly well that he could do nothing with the gun by seeking to make use of it at once.
In his weakened condition, at that close range, while he was still practically within the grasp of Red Mike, the latter would have no difficulty in taking the weapon from him; in repossessing himself of it.
Therefore Lynne carried out his first intention—the first plan he had made when he found the pin on the desk; he rolled on his back, upon the weapon, so that he covered it with his body, and, throwing out his arms at right angles with his body, simulated complete unconsciousness as best he could.
And that best that he could do seemed to be sufficient for the limited experience of Red Mike in such matters.
Cursing none too mildly, but yet in a tone that was subdued for the occasion, and nursing his right wrist with his left hand, he struggled to his feet again and looked down upon the fallen man, for the moment, evidently, forgetful of the gun.
“Dead?” he asked himself, aloud; then he bent forward and pressed his left hand over the region of Lynne’s heart.
He could plainly feel the beat of it, and he straightened up again—and it was then that he missed possession of the weapon and cast about him with his eyes in search of it.
Lynne was lying perfectly still on his back with his arms stretched out at right angles with his body, to all appearance unconscious.
“It’s under him, I suppose,” Lynne heard him mutter, and Mike stooped over as if with the intention of recovering it; and still Lynne had the courage and the strength of purpose to wait, for he knew how utterly impossible it would be for him to cope with Red Mike, under present conditions.
It was the one thing that he had feared in the carrying out of his plans; that Red Mike would insist upon regaining possession of the weapon at once, and it seemed as if such was about to be the case.
If so, Lynne knew that he would have to wait until there was an opportunity to attempt some other expedient.
But a diversion occurred.
The paper upon which Lynne had been writing, and which he had given into the left hand of Red Mike just before the instant of falling in the well-stimulated faint, was now on the floor, half a dozen feet away.
It caught the eye of Red Mike, even as he bent forward to recover the weapon, and he half straightened up again, muttering aloud as he did so:
“I might as well read that over before he comes around.”
Still he hesitated, however; then he turned and picked up the sheet of paper, and began to read.
In order that you who read may understand the ingenuity of Carleton Lynne, and may realize how thoroughly he understood the character of the man with whom he had to deal, we will quote the opening paragraph of that document, for it was really that which spared his life and which saved the two million dollars that had been demanded of him.
“I, Mike McManus, known as Red Mike, late of the Klondike, former thief, road agent, and murderer”—Red Mike read that far, and stopped, looking across the top of the paper at the apparently insensible form upon the floor, and scowling darkly.
Then he lowered the paper a trifle and shook his fist at the prostrate man.
“I’ll even up with you, all right, all right, when I get those two millions in my jeans, mister man,” he growled. “But I may as well read all the slush he’s got written down here while he’s unconscious;” and he read on again.
“Gambler, confidence man, and crook, agree herein over my signature that upon the condition that I receive two million dollars in cash from the hand of Carleton Lynne, to be paid to me at a time and place hereafter to be agreed upon, I will fulfill each and every condition and stipulation herein set forth by said Lynne as conditions precedent to the said payment of said sum as aforesaid, binding myself——”
Red Mike paused long enough to glance over the paper at Lynne, on the floor. Then he stooped and picked up the fallen chair, righted it, and seated himself upon it.
With yet another glance toward Lynne to assure himself that unconsciousness still prevailed, he raised the paper again, and continued the reading; and while he did so Lynne half opened his eyes, and sighed.
Mike looked up quickly.
“Coming around, eh?” he said, with a laugh.
There was no reply, only Lynne’s eyes continued to stare rather vacantly at Mike.
“Say, did you hear me?”
A faint nod was the only reply, and the eyes closed again. Mike shrugged his shoulders and resumed the reading of the paper; he was reading the conditions now, and they proved to be of interest.
Lynne moved his right arm, placed that hand to his head, and then dropped it back upon the floor again, in its former position. Mike looked up, saw the act, and continued to read.
Lynne repeated the performance; then he did it a third time; then a fourth; then a fifth, and at the fifth time Mike paid no attention to him.
Each time that Lynne’s hand fell back to the floor, it came down a trifle closer to his body, and when it fell the sixth time it shot beneath him and grasped the butt of the gun.
Mike saw the act this time and started forward; but he was not quick enough.
The gun was leveled at him before he could grasp the hand that held it, and the calm voice of Carleton Lynne said:
“Put up your hands, Mike, and do it now! I’ve got strength enough to send a couple of these eight bullets into you before you can reach me. Sit down again on that chair, and we’ll discuss the details, Michael.”
CHAPTER XXX.
A NARROW ESCAPE.
It has been said that Red Mike was a coward at heart. He proved it now.
With the muzzle of the automatic aiming at his heart he was no match for the sick man on the floor, who had now raised himself to one elbow and was smiling, well pleased by the turn that events had taken.
He raised his hands above his head as he had been commanded to do—and we need not repeat the language he used as he did so.
While he was swearing, Lynne slowly raised himself to his feet, all the time holding the gun in that threatening position.
Then he backed across the room toward a push button in the wall near the door, and with his disengaged hand, pressed upon it, and kept on pressing.
After a wait which seemed very long, which, in reality, was quite short, considering the hour, and during which Red Mike continued to swear and threaten, there was a sharp rap on the door, and, in obedience to Lynne’s summons, a manservant entered the room.
He came to a halt and stared when he saw the situation; but Lynne’s voice addressed him calmly.
“Lift that engraving from its place against the wall, Thomas,” he said. “I want you to use the wire cord to bind this fellow. Wind it two or three times around his wrists with his hands behind him; then ask him to sit down while you do up his ankles in the same manner.”
Lynne watched the proceeding while his orders were being carried out, all the time with that inscrutable smile on his face.
When it was done, he said:
“Now go to the telephone for me. You remember Mr. Carter’s number, do you?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Call him up. Ask him if he will be good enough to come here at once. Tell him that it is important; otherwise I would not make the request.”
“Yes, sir.”
“If he should ask you what is the matter, explain to him that—well, just explain the situation just as you see it and understand it. That will be sufficient till he gets here.”
“But I do not understand it, sir.”
“Neither will he—till he gets here. Go now. Remember, Mr. Carter in person, if he is at home. If he is not, then either one of his assistants.”
“Yes, sir.”
Lynne crossed the room and managed to turn the chair upon which Mike was seated, so that it faced the bed; then, still holding the gun in his hand, he got into the bed again and propped the pillows behind him.
Red Mike was still swearing and calling names, and threatening what he would do when the opportunity offered, even if such opportunity happened a thousand years hence; but he came to a stop and stared in amazement when Lynne returned to the bed.
“You’re a cool one!” he ejaculated for the second time since he had entered that room.
“Precisely; and you’re a hot one—just now,” was the reply.
“Well, you’ve got me—what are you going to do with me, Lynne?”
“I shall let Nick Carter determine that, Mike.”
“Then I see my finish.”
“Possibly.”
“I haven’t stolen anything.”
“No, but you have broken and entered; that constitutes burglary whether you steal anything or not.”
“Well, what are you going to do about it?”
“As I said before, we will let the detective decide about that, Mike. You’re in bad, if anybody should ask you. Who is the woman, Mike?”
“What woman?”
“The one we have already spoken about; the one who sent you here to-night. Who is she?”
“There isn’t any woman.”
“More lies.”
“Take it or leave it; it doesn’t make any difference to me.”
“No?”
“Not the slightest.”
“How long have you known Madge Babbington?”
“Aw, go chase yourself.”
Lynne was really very tired from the exertions he had undergone, and so he half closed his eyes and settled himself back among the pillows to rest until Nick Carter should arrive.
He had an idea, born of the experiences of the last hour, which he now decided to propose to the detective when they were together, and—well, something might come of it for the general betterment of conditions.
Thinking deeply upon it, he dozed, tired out as he was.
He forgot, for the time being, the propinquity of that other man whom he had captured so dexterously.
He forgot that the lynx-eyed gentleman from the Klondike was watching him narrowly, taking note of every breath he drew, and calculating the length of them in order to be made aware of the moment when Lynne should sleep.
Now and then while he watched, Lynne opened his eyes lazily, and then closed them again.
He had directed Thomas to wait at the door for the arrival of the detective, and he began, drowsily, to think that it was taking Nick Carter an unconscionably long time to get there.
Red Mike thought that the time was going all too swiftly for his purposes.
He was a dexterous fellow, was Red Mike.
His long experience as a gambler had softened his hands, and made them unusually pliable; they were small hands, too, for such a large man—for such a muscular individual as he was; and he possessed that peculiar utility of the joints which is described by the compound word double-jointed.
While he watched the now sleeping man, he was busily engaged with his wrist and fingers behind his back, and although the feat would have been impossible to a large percentage of men, he did succeed in twisting them so that he was enabled to reach the ends of the wire cord with which Thomas had bound him.
It was slow work at first, but he persisted, and—well, the moment came when the wire fell away from his wrists and his hands were free.
He did not attempt, just then, to free his ankles, too. There would be time enough for that, afterward; and besides, the risk of arousing the sleeper was too great.
But he got upon his feet, bound together side by side though they were; he succeeded in poising himself for an instant, and then with one mighty leap he propelled himself forward, his arms outstretched, his hands opened to seize upon the throat of the sleeping and exhausted man.
His fingers clutched Lynne’s throat, and tightened upon it.
Lynne struggled feebly, but with no avail against the great strength of Red Mike.
Then, just at the instant when the desperado would have finished the job so thoroughly begun, he heard the sound of voices from the lower hall of the house, for his ears had been acutely strained to catch such sounds, all the time.
With a last added squeeze of his fingers upon that white throat, Red Mike sprang away from the bed, toward another door than the one by which Thomas had entered the room—toward the one, in fact, by which he had made his own entrance, for he had left a way open for retreat in case of necessity.
As he darted away from the bed his glance fell upon the automatic pistol, and he seized it and had reached the door before he remembered to be sorry that he had not stopped long enough to use it on Lynne.
Then another thought occurred to him, and he smiled grimly while he stood there at the door and waited.
He knew that the other door would be thrown open in a moment, and he expected that the person who would appear when that should happen, would be Nick Carter.
It was an opportunity not to be lost; one which, from his standpoint, was well worth waiting for.
And then the opportunity came.
The door he was watching did swing open, and a figure did appear in the aperture; and instantly the crang! crang! of the weapon crashed through the room.
The man in the doorway, his hand still upon the doorknob, fell backward, dragging the door shut after him, and with a laugh Red Mike turned the weapon upon the man on the bed and let drive two more bullets in that direction.
The four reports sounded more rapidly than one would care to count, and with the last one Mike disappeared beyond the door he had been holding open with his left hand while he fired the shots.
Even as that door closed behind him—and he locked it on the opposite side, for he had provided for that also before he entered the room at all—the other door was thrown violently open again, and Nick Carter leaped into the room; leaped across the figure of a man who was almost on the threshold, and who was trying even then to regain his feet.
The pungent, half-suffocating odor of smokeless powder was in the room, but there was no way of telling which way the would-be assassin had escaped from it, and Nick, perceiving that Carleton Lynne had raised himself upon the bed, and that there was blood upon one of his shoulders, showing that he had been wounded, sprang to him instead of giving immediate chase after the man who had fired the shots.
But Lynne was wearing that habitual smile of his by the time the detective got to him.
“It’s only a scratch,” he said. “Just a mere touch on the shoulder. Where——”
He paused. Thomas had entered the room holding one hand against his head, and it was stained like his own shoulder.
“Why, Thomas,” he said, “did he get you?”
“No, sir, but it was a close call, for all that. A mighty close call. Took the top off’n my left ear, sir, and the other bullet took some of the bark off’n me just above the ear. But I’m none the worse for it, sir.”
Nick, who had in the meantime been examining the wounded shoulder which proved to have received no more than a flesh wound, and who was now binding the slight abrasion of the skin, asked:
“What was it all about, Lynne? Just a burglar, who——”
“More than that, Carter,” was the reply, before the detective could complete the question. “It was one of my old Klondike acquaintances; one who followed Carroll here, and who came here to-night to ask me for two million dollars. Gee, but I’m sorry he got away!”
“Who was he?—and what?”
“Red Mike, by name. He used to be called the Bad Man of Nome, once upon a time.”
“He came here to ask you for what?”
“Two millions, no less; and he as good as admitted that he was spurred to the effort by an old acquaintance of yours.”
“Do you mean—who do you mean, Lynne?”
“I refer to Mrs. Madge Hurd-Babbington,” was the smiling reply.
CHAPTER XXXI.
A BAFFLING SITUATION.
It was in the afternoon of the second day after the events related in the preceding chapters that Nick Carter, seated at his desk in his study in Madison Avenue, reached for the telephone in response to a ring upon it.
“Hello,” he said. “Who is it?”
“Am I speaking to Mr. Carter?” came the reply.
“Yes.”
“This is Thomas—confidential servant to Mr. Carleton Lynne,” said the voice at the other end of the telephone.
“Yes? Well, Thomas, what is wanted?”
“A strange thing has happened here, sir, and if it is possible I wish you would come to the house at once in the interest of Mr. Lynne.”
“Certainly; I can go there if he wishes me to do so, Thomas. Did he ask you to telephone to me?”
“No, sir; he is not here, sir; that is what the trouble is. He seems to have disappeared entirely within the last few hours. I am greatly troubled, Mr. Carter, else I would not have presumed to call upon you.”
The detective smiled to himself, then he replied:
“Thomas, I am greatly afraid that you are nervous. Your master has disappeared, you tell me?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Gentlemen do not disappear from their own houses at midday, Thomas. Tell me exactly what has happened, and I will determine for myself whether it is necessary for me to go there.”
“You know, sir, that Mr. Lynne has not been out of the house—scarcely out of his own room—since the events of the other night, when that Red Mike came here and so nearly murdered him?”
“And you also; yes.”
“Well, sir, he is gone now, and I do not know where he has gone.”
Nick Carter permitted himself to chuckle.
“Possibly he has become tired of being kept in the house against his will, and has taken advantage of a temporary absence on your part, has dressed himself quietly, and gone out for a walk.”
“I don’t think so, sir. I don’t think that.”
“Why not?”
“Because I know him so well that I am certain he would not do a thing like that. He is still so weak that he would not think of going out without me.”
“I’m not so sure about that,” replied the detective.
“I am, sir, if you will pardon me for saying so.”
“Oh, well——”
“I really think, sir, that you ought to come here if you can spare the time.”
“Oh, all right. I’ll be there inside of half an hour, Thomas.”
“Thank you, Mr. Carter.”
And so it happened that half an hour later Danny, the chauffeur, stopped the detective’s car before the door of the Lynne mansion, and Nick Carter, followed by Patsy, entered the big house.
Thomas, who had been on the watch for them, opened the door as they approached, admitting them at once; then he took their hats, and in silence led the way up the wide stairway to the second floor, and so into the sitting room of the suite that was devoted to the service of the last of the Lynnes.
“I thought it best to bring you directly to these rooms, sir,” Thomas said, addressing the detective. “I have not said a word to any of the other servants as yet. I have not even asked any questions of any of them, except general ones—enough to satisfy me that not one of them knows a thing about the going out of Mr. Lynne.”
“I am afraid, Thomas, that in this case you have been almost too discreet,” replied the detective. “Probably if you had asked a few direct questions, you would have found the reply to every question that troubles you now.”
“Pardon me, sir, but I don’t think so.”
“Well, tell me the story.” Nick glanced at his watch. “It is half-past four now. What time did you last see your master?”
“Shortly after noon, sir; between half-past twelve and one o’clock.”
“And then—he was where?”
“Seated in that chair, near the window. He had been reading. He was not dressed, save for his underclothing and a bath robe.”
“Well?”
“He rang for me, Mr. Carter. When I came into the room he directed me to assist him to dress. He put on his trousers, his shirt, slippers, and a smoking jacket. Then he sent me away, saying that was all. But as I was going out at the door, he called to me, and said:
“ ‘Thomas, I am expecting a caller—a lady. When she arrives you may let me know, and assist me down the stairs. I will receive her in the library.’ ”
“A lady?” said Nick.
“Yes, sir, that is what he said.”
“Well, what more did he say on the subject?”
“This: ‘According to the note I received, she should be here about half-past one, or two o’clock. Be on the watch for her, Thomas.’
“I assured him that I would be, sir, and left him. I have not seen him since that moment, and I have not——”
“Wait a moment. Don’t get ahead of your story.”
“No, sir.”
“Did the lady keep the appointment?”
“No, sir. There has been nobody here at all.”
“No caller of any description?”
“No, sir; nobody.”
“Are you quite certain of that?”
“I am absolutely positive—for two reasons.”
“What are they?”
“One is that I watched the door myself as Mr. Lynne had directed me to do; the other is that since I have discovered that he is not here, I have—very guardedly, of course—questioned the other servants who might have admitted any person.”
“Well?”
“Nobody has been here. Since half-past twelve o’clock to-day, until you arrived, there has been no summons at the door at all. I am positive of that.”
“Have you looked through the house? It is a big place. Mr. Lynne might have——”
“I have searched everywhere, sir. He is not in the house. Of that I am certain.”
“And no one saw him go out?”
“No, sir. I am the only person in the house who has seen Mr. Lynne at all to-day. I am his personal attendant, as you know. I wait upon him and look after his wants, and he has been so long accustomed to waiting upon himself that only his weakness from his recent illness permits that. He does not like to have any one else around him.”
“Yes, I have heard him say as much. Whose duty is it to attend to the door? How many servants are there in the house?”
“There are only four of us, sir: The housekeeper, the cook, the footman, and myself. The footman attends the door when the necessity arises, but we have had very few callers since we came here to live, as you are doubtless aware.”
“Yes.”
“You questioned the footman, you say?”
“Yes, sir. He was, during all that time, within sight of the front door, and within sound of the bell, for I had told him of the expected caller. No one came, and he did not see Mr. Lynne. And I might add, Mr. Carter, that I was personally within sight and sound of the door and the bell, also, and that I neither heard nor saw anything.”
“There are two side entrances to the house, Thomas.”
“Both are locked and bolted on the inside, sir, and have been all the time.”
“There is the rear entrance, also.”
“Yes, sir; but to pass out from the house that way, Mr. Lynne would have been obliged to walk around by the cemented walk to the front of the residence in order to go upon the street. The gardener has been employed all day close to that walk, and he has seen nothing of Mr. Lynne. Besides—oh, well, sir, I am sure that he did not go out that way.”
“Still he may have done so, and gone to the garage.”
“No, sir. The chauffeur has been there all day. He has seen nothing of Mr. Lynne.”
The detective seated himself upon one of the chairs near at hand and looked long and earnestly into the face of the servant who was relating this remarkable tale. At last he said:
“Thomas, nine men out of ten, listening to your story, would accuse you of doing some deliberate lying, having been directed to do so by your master, who, for some reason chose to create this mystery; or having your own private and personal reasons for doing it.”
“I am telling you nothing but the truth, sir, so far as I know it.”
Nick made no reply. The servant continued:
“Why should Mr. Lynne wish to create such a mystery, even if he were in good health, and had the strength and agility to get around unaided?—which you know he had not. And what possible incentive could I have——”
“I was turning those very questions over in my mind, Thomas. It is quite evident that Mr. Lynne is not here.”
“Quite so, sir; nor anywhere else in the house. I have searched everywhere.”
“Well, if he did not leave it by any of the routes we have mentioned, how could he have gone out?”
“That is just the puzzle, sir. There isn’t any way.”
“Well, if there isn’t any way to go out, he has not gone out. That’s a cinch!” It was Patsy, who had remained silent hitherto, who made this remark; and then, after a very short interval of silence, he added: “And if he did go out, it follows that there is a way for him to have done it.”
“Patsy,” said the detective, “that ingenious statement on your part deserves a medal. Now, Thomas?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Bring me the letters that you took to Mr. Lynne this morning. That announcement that he was to receive a caller must be contained in one of them.”
“Yes, sir. He said as much as that when he told me about it. Here they are, Mr. Carter.”
Thomas took four letters from a taboret beside the chair that Lynne was in the habit of using, and the very first one that the detective examined, addressed in a handwriting which Nick recognized instantly, was as follows:
“DEAR MR. LYNNE: I shall call upon you to-morrow shortly after noon. You may expect me without fail; and also you may expect to hear something of vital interest to you, and to others, also.
“Wednesday.
MADGE HURD-BABBINGTON.”
CHAPTER XXXII.
THE WOMAN IN THE CASE.
Having read the short note, the detective passed it to his assistant, Patsy.
“What do you make of it, Patsy?” he asked.
“Just what it says; no more,” was the reply.
“Madge has usually been a woman of her word, particularly when that word contained the suggestion of a threat,” said the detective.
“That is precisely what I was thinking, chief.”
“This is her handwriting, too; there is no doubt of that?”
“Yes.”
“So it is more than likely that she came; that she kept the engagement; at least, that is what I would suppose if it were not for the statements of Thomas to the contrary.”
“Possibly that footman at the door was bribed,” suggested Patsy; but Thomas immediately interrupted:
“No, sir. He isn’t smart enough to have dissembled about it afterward—and besides, I was personally within sight and sound of the door all the time. The woman did not appear.”
Nick, who had been looking about him within the room, and with more interest since he had read the note, now stepped suddenly forward, and, stooping, picked something up from the floor beside one of the huge leather rockers—one that faced the big chair in which the servant said that Lynne was seated when last he saw his master.
It was a dainty lace handkerchief, redolent with a perfume that the detective knew to be much affected by Mrs. Babbington. He had noticed it particularly on the several occasions when he had been in her company.
But, as if that were not sufficient testimony to satisfy him, although it was, quite, the initials M. H. and B. were embroidered upon it. Plainly the handkerchief had once been the property of Madge Babbington.
He gazed at the handkerchief for a moment, then passed it to Thomas.
“How do you account for the presence here of this?” he demanded. “You say that the woman has not been here; this handkerchief says just as plainly that she has been here. How do you explain the discrepancy?”
“I cannot even attempt to do that, Mr. Carter,” was the decided reply.
“That handkerchief says as plainly as words that Mrs. Babbington has been in this room, Thomas—unless you can account for it in some other manner.”
“I cannot do that, sir. It was not here—at least it was not on the floor where you found it, when I brushed up the room and rearranged the chairs, this morning.”
“Then how did it get here?”
“I will not attempt to say, Mr. Carter.”
“It stands to reason, doesn’t it, that the handkerchief was brought here by some person—probably by the woman herself?”
“Yes, sir; it would seem so.”
“Then how did she get here—without your knowledge?”
Thomas was plainly dismayed, but he was none the less insistent for all that.
“Unless she flew in through the open window, or came down the chimney and through the fireplace, there is absolutely no way that I know about by which she could have gained admission to this room without being seen by me, or by the footman,” he said calmly.
“Or by the gardener,” suggested Patsy.
“Unless you are purposely deceiving us,” said the detective.
“I am not deceiving you, Mr. Carter,” Thomas replied, not without an assumption of dignity at being thus accused.
Patsy, without saying what his intention was, left them and passed out of the room. Nick steadily studied the face of the servant for some time; then he said:
“I believe you, Thomas. You are not deceiving me, or attempting to do so. This is a very strange circumstance.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Can you account for every moment of your time between half-past twelve o’clock, and the time when you telephoned to me?”
“Yes, sir. I have already done that. I have no desire to change anything that I have said about it.”
“When Mr. Lynne rang for you, and you assisted him to dress, in part, it was approximately half-past twelve, you say?”
“It was between that time, and one o’clock; yes, sir.”
“It was four o’clock when you telephoned to me. Had you only just missed Mr. Lynne?”
“No, sir. It was a quarter to three when I missed him.”
“What happened in the interval between then and four o’clock?”
“I was searching through the house, and making the inquiries I told you about.”
“It required three-quarters of an hour to do all that?”
“That is the time I took for it, before I convinced myself that it would be wise to communicate with you, Mr. Carter.”
“What brought you to this room at a quarter to three?”
“It was the hour for Mr. Lynne’s tonic. He takes it every four hours.”
As Thomas made this statement he half turned toward a table across the room; then he gave a start, and uttered a quick exclamation.
“What is it?” asked the detective.
“The tonic is not here,” was the reply.
“The tonic? Gone, you say?”
“Yes, sir. It was in a bottle on that table, with a small graduate beside it. Both are missing. Neither one is there now.”
“Humph!” said the detective. “Evidently Lynne—or the lady who called upon him—had an eye to his continued improvement when he went away, or was taken away from here. Now, look here, Thomas.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We will say that you last saw your master in this room at a quarter to one o’clock. You were back here again, to administer his medicine, at a quarter to three.”
“That is correct, Mr. Carter.”
“So, if he went away, or was taken away from this room by others, it must have happened within those two hours.”
“Without any question, Mr. Carter.”
“Where were you during those two hours?”
“I spent the entire time, during those two hours, in a small reception room that is at the right of the front door, as you come into the hall, Mr. Carter. I sat at the window from which I could see any person who might come up the steps to the door, without effort, and merely by raising my eyes from the morning paper which I was reading during most of that time.”
“And you did not leave your post at all?”
“No, sir.”
“Not to get your luncheon?”
“No, sir. I directed Christopher, the footman, to bring me some tea and toast and marmalade, which I ate there, at the window.”
“Is that your general habit?”
“Not at all; but Mr. Lynne had directed me to watch out for the lady he expected to call upon him. I thought it best to be at the door to receive her myself, rather than to permit Christopher to do it. I thought—well, to tell you the truth, I thought from the manner in which Mr. Lynne mentioned the subject to me, that the lady might be a particular friend.”
“I see. It was merely your intention to be discreet?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And when you left your post at the window of the reception room—what then?”
“I did not leave it till the hour for Mr. Lynne’s medicine. I came directly here to this room to discover that Mr. Lynne was not here.”
The door opened again at that moment, and Patsy entered the room. He was followed by the gardener, whom he had evidently sought in the meantime, and he said, as he entered:
“Chief, this man has some interesting information. I have been talking with him.”
“What is it?”
The Lynne mansion was one of those modern palaces which during the last ten years have been erected in many localities in the city of New York. It occupied the half of a block fronting on the avenue, and was inclosed on the street and avenue sides—the south and west—by a high, wrought-iron fence of artistic design. The entrance to the grounds surrounding the mansion was through a wide gate on the avenue, one-half of which was usually kept open during the day. A concreted driveway led to the front entrance which was thirty feet back from the fence. It also extended to the garage at the rear, two hundred feet away. There was a concreted pathway around the west side of the house.
Patsy replied to the detective’s question:
“He says that a woman, who wore a veil so that he could not see her features, entered at the gate and passed around the house shortly after he had had his dinner, which he eats in the servants’ quarters, after the other servants have had theirs; that is, he eats at one o’clock.”
“All right. I’ll question him for myself. Now, my man, what time was it when you saw the woman we are talking about?”
“I should say, sir, that it was soon after half-past one o’clock. It was half-past one when I went out of the house after atin’, sir, and she came along soon after that.”
“She came around by the path from the gate?”
“She did, sor.”
“Did she speak to you?”
“I spoke to her, sor. We don’t allow no strangers that we don’t know to git past us, sor.”
“You say ‘we.’ Whom else do you mean besides yourself?”
“Nobody else now, sor. There used to be three of us, in the old days of Mr. Cephas Lynne, sor.”
“Oh, you were here then, were you?”
“I was, sor.”
“Well, what was said between you and the woman?”
“I axed her where she was goin’ and who she wanted to see, sor, and she said she was after takin’ the bundle she carried, to Mrs. Maguire, who is the cook; and wid that I let her go on about her business.”
“What time did she go out again?”
“She didn’t go out ag’in, at all, at all, sor; leastwise I didn’t see her if she did, and I was working forninst that path all the afternoon, at that. And just now, sor, after this gentleman had been axin’ me about it, I stopped and axed Mrs. Maguire what had become of the woman who took the bundle to her, and sure, sor, Mrs. Maguire says that there wasn’t any such woman at all, at all, and that she hadn’t got no bundle, and she wanted to know what I was talkin’ about, so she did. Sure, the woman didn’t go into the house at all, and didn’t see Mrs. Maguire, and it’s my belief that she just walked around the house on the other side of it where there is no cemented path, and went out again by the same way she came in. She had a swate voice, so she did, and I’d guess her to be young, and purty, too; but more than that, divil a bit do I know, sor.”
CHAPTER XXXIII.
THE MYSTERY GROWS DEEPER.
“What do you think of that, chief?” asked Patsy.
“It is interesting, lad. Now, Timothy—is that your name?”
“It is, sor. Timothy Tucker, from Cork, sor.”
“How was the woman dressed?”
“Faith, I dunno, sor; only her shoes were new and fine, and she seemed dressed too well to be carryin’ bundles to cooks. She had on a long coat that covered her all over, like them things they wears in automobiles.”
“You did not keep an eye on her after you directed her how to find Mrs. Maguire?”
“No, sor. I wint on wid me worruk.”
“And forgot all about her, I suppose?”
“Faith, I did that—until this gintleman axed me about her.”
“That will do, Timothy. You may go, now; but you may forget all about this interview, and not talk about it to others.”
“Yis, sor.”
“Well, Patsy,” said the detective, when the man was gone, “it is evident that Mrs. Babbington did find a way to keep her engagement, after all.”
“So it seems. She dropped her handkerchief here, in this room; it was she with whom the gardener spoke, outside the house; the hour agrees with the time when she was probably in this room. How did she get here?”
“I give it up, chief.”
“I don’t suppose you questioned the cook and the housekeeper, did you?”
“I did. They both insist that no person could have passed them and entered the house at the rear without being seen; while it is possible for a person to walk past the rear of the house—that is, past the windows where those two servants were, at the time—without being seen.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“That she could have done as the gardener suggested, walked directly around the house, and out of the grounds again by the same way she came in.”
“But that would not account for her being in this room—or for Lynne’s being gone from it, Patsy.”
“No—unless there is a window along the north side of the house by which she might have entered, and have——”
“And by which she might have taken Lynne out? That is utter nonsense, Patsy.”
“The whole affair looks like utter nonsense on the face of it, and yet—well, it’s an affair, if anybody should ask you.”
“Quite right.”
“If I might speak now, sir,” said Thomas.
“Certainly. What is it?” replied the detective.
“I have already told you that I searched every room in the house as soon as I missed Mr. Lynne.”
“Yes.”
“There is a door on the north side of the house, on the first floor, that has not been opened since I have been here, and is still locked and bolted as it was the first time I ever saw it. There is no window on that side of the house that is not fastened securely. You may examine them for yourself if you like, but I personally know such to be the case.”
The detective pondered for a moment. He seemed to accept the statement of the servant as final and convincing. His mind was considering other matters, just then, than the method by which the unknown woman had been admitted to the house.
“Thomas,” he said, after a moment, “have you looked to see what clothing of Mr. Lynne’s is missing?”
“No, sir.”
“Do so. Make a thorough examination, and let me know of every article of his clothing or otherwise that is gone.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Patsy, make a thorough search of the room on your own account. I will do the same after a moment. It is plain that Madge Babbington has been here, and that she has either induced Lynne to go away with her surreptitiously, or she has forced him to do so.”
Patsy nodded.
Nick crossed the room to the window near the chair where Lynne was in the habit of sitting. The room was at the northwest corner of the house and had windows at the two exposed sides.
He stood at one of the west windows for a time, looking out, and thinking; then he passed to one of the north windows, which was open to admit the warm air.
But when he looked out of it, he shook his head decidedly. It had occurred to him that entrance to and egress from the room might have been had by means of that window, but he very quickly decided that that was out of the question—particularly in the middle of a sunlit afternoon.
He quit the window then and gave his attention to the interior of the room, but there was nothing more to be found there, so he seated himself upon the chair that Lynne had occupied, and gave himself up to thought.
He could picture to himself Madge Babbington seated upon that other chair beside which the lace handkerchief had been found, and gazing with her tiger eyes into the face of Mr. Carleton Lynne.
He could picture, also, Lynne’s consternation at her presence; his surprise; and he recalled now that, two days before, at the time of the visit of Red Mike to that same house, and to the sleeping room that adjoined the room he was now in, he had made no investigation as to Red Mike’s method of entering.
Mike had escaped; no particular damage had been done. Thomas had a marred ear, and a piece of skin was gone from one side of his head, and Lynne had been grazed by a bullet on the shoulder; that was all.
It suddenly occurred to him now, as he sat there thinking, that the Lynne mansion was not one that would be selected by a burglar as an easy one.
There was the big iron gate outside which was locked at night; and the high fence was not easily scalable—and yet Red Mike had evidently found little difficulty in gaining an entrance, not only to the grounds and house, but to the rooms of the master of the mansion.
Then Nick recalled another circumstance.
When Red Mike made his escape from Lynne’s sleeping room after firing the four shots which nearly killed Thomas and his master, he had gone out by a door other than the one which had admitted Nick Carter to that sleeping room.
In a word, he had gone out of the sleeping room by the door which opened between it and the sitting room where the detective was now seated.
It is true that other doors were found open—enough to have led him to the outside, and therefore to the avenue; but there was Danny, Nick’s chauffeur, outside in the car, and he had seen nobody escaping from the house.
Nick Carter smiled grimly to himself. His thought, just then, if he had uttered it aloud, was about like this:
“This is not the day for secret and mysterious entrances to houses, and of hidden passages, like Kenilworth Castle and other places we read about, but there must be one here, somewhere, for that is the only way to explain this mystery.
“And if there is one, it has somehow become known to Madge Babbington.
“Very possibly Edythe Lynne knew about it during her life, and had at some time shown it to Madge; the two had at one time been more or less intimate.
“Or J. Cephas Lynne, Edythe’s father, had revealed the secret to Mrs. Babbington. He had been fond of Madge, too, at one time.
“Or it had become known to Thomas Lynne, who had murdered Cephas Lynne and the daughter Edythe, and who had afterward posed as Cephas Lynne, and as such had engaged himself to marry Madge. If that were true, he might have revealed the secret to the Babbington woman.”
Nick moved uneasily in his chair when he had completed that train of thought—and he gave a start of pain and almost uttered an exclamation, for he felt something that was very much like the prick of a pin.
He got out of the chair and examined the seat of it, and sure enough there, in one of the creases in the leather which the upholsterer had made, tightly imbedded next to the button, was an eight-pointed, diamond-studded star pin such as a woman will wear in the lace against her neck.
The center of the star pin was a gold monogram, out of which Nick had no difficulty in deciphering the letters M. H. B.
So here was another proof of the recent presence of the woman in that room.
A suggestion, too, that she had been quite close to Carleton Lynne while he was still an occupant of his favorite chair; that she had bent over him, perhaps, and had lost the pin in doing so.
He called the attention of Patsy to the fact, then dropped the pin into one of his pockets.
“Oh, there isn’t now any doubt that the woman was here,” said Patsy, at once. “The only thing that bothers me is how in blazes did she get here?”
“That isn’t as interesting as the question that follows it,” said Nick.
“What one is that?”
“How did she go away again and take Lynne with her?”
“Oh, he probably went along willingly enough, after he once looked into her eyes.”
“Would you do that?”
“Eh? Oh, well, that is hardly a fair question. I’m a married man, and——”
“Do you think that she could charm you with those wonderful eyes of hers?” insisted the detective.
“Not with Adelina waiting at home for me, chief. Nay, nay.”
“But, without Adelina waiting at home for you?”
“Look here, what are you getting at, chief?”
“A psychological question. Answer me.”
“I’d hate to give her the chance, that’s all.”
“Do you think that she could have led Lynne to do her bidding by the power of her fascinations?”
“Confound her fascinations. It isn’t that; it’s her eyes, chief; her tiger eyes; her yellow eyes, that can blaze so that they frighten one. Now! How did she get in here, and how did she get out again, and take Lynne with her? Will this thing suggest a way by which she might have taken him out?”
He held up to the detective’s view a small rubber cork.
“Looks as though it might have fitted a phial that held chloroform, chief, doesn’t it?” he asked. “I found it on the floor over there beneath that life-size painting of J. Cephas;” and as he said this he jerked his head toward the north side of the room between the windows.
“Found it there, did you?” replied Nick, rising. “Show me just where you found it.”
Patsy led the way across the room.
CHAPTER XXXIV.
LIGHT BEGINS TO BREAK.
It has been written many times in history that the most trivial things have changed the destiny of nations. A famous preacher once made the declaration that “there are no such things as little things.” And so this tiny rubber stopper for a miniature bottle, not so large as the end of one’s finger, proved to be the great thing of immediate necessity.
If you should apply to a chemist who knew you, and should induce him to supply you with a bottle of chloroform, he would use just such a stopper as that one was in putting it up for your use.
Not but what the same sort of a stopper is used for many other purposes than sealing bottles of chloroform against the escape of fumes.
But conditions are regulated and understood more or less perfectly, by comparisons and circumstances; for instance, the presence of chloroform in that room, at the time when Mr. Lynne was induced or compelled to leave it, explained many things hitherto unexplainable.
It accounted in part for the finding of the handkerchief on the floor beside the chair upon which the woman had presumably seated herself.
It accounted, unquestionably, for the diamond star that Nick found in the upholstery of Lynne’s chair, since, without doubt, it had been dropped there while the chloroform was being administered; while there was the semblance of a struggle going on between the man and the woman; and it must be remembered that Lynne, in his weakened condition resulting from his long illness, could have been no match in strength for Madge Babbington, even if she was a woman.
But none of these considerations was the important one which the discovery of the article suggested to the active mind of the detective; nor was it the rubber stopper itself that brought about the suggestion.
It was the place where Patsy found it.
In considering that, and in arriving at the reasons that Nick Carter had for his immediate conclusions, we must read the thoughts that flashed through his mind the instant the stopper was shown to him, and when Patsy indicated where he had found it.
Timothy Tucker, the gardener, had stated that the woman who had passed him on the path between the gate and the house wore a long coat like those he had seen worn by women when they were motoring; hence, a long, linen duster.
Linen dusters have pockets at the sides, even those worn by women.
A small bottle of chloroform purchased at a drug store and intended for immediate use would be taken from the paper in which it was originally wrapped, and deposited handily, where the possessor could get at it with the least possible delay and trouble.
Hence, in one of those side pockets already mentioned into which the hand could be casually dropped at any instant.
The paper wrappings having been removed, the bottle would be exposed unless some other wrapper for it were improvised. The likeliest thing for that purpose, the one least likely to attract attention or comment, would be a handkerchief.
The woman, seated upon the chair at the moment for using the contents of the bottle, would remove, or partly remove, the handkerchief in which it was wrapped, and would do it with the one hand that was in that pocket with the bottle, before she rose from the chair.
What more natural than that the handkerchief should be dropped in that manner, just at the point where it had been dropped—and just an instant before the woman rose from her chair to pass around to the side of the chair in which Lynne had been seated?
Now the next point.
The rubber stopper was picked up by Patsy twenty feet away from that chair—from either of them.
The woman would not have thrown it from her at that time; such an act was not necessary. If she had merely dropped it, five or six feet would have been the extent of the distance it might have rolled away across the floor on the soft rug.
The position of the two chairs was such that in approaching the one upon which Lynne was seated at the time, the woman would have been stationed exactly between Lynne and the spot where the rubber stopper was found twenty feet away; and so, if it had been knocked from her hand in a struggle with the man to whom she was going to administer the drug, it was next to impossible that it should have rolled to the spot where Patsy picked it up.
Ergo, how did it get there?
If you ask yourself the question from the detective standpoint—and that is what you inevitably should do in following out the Nick Carter histories—the logical answer is obvious.
The woman, upon entering the room—upon stepping into it—realizing that she must be prepared for instant action, at once prepared the bottle for instant use; she would do so by removing the stopper, and by pressing a fold of the handkerchief, reënforced by the pad of her thumb, against the uncorked bottle. This to keep the fumes from escaping.
She would be compelled to do all that with one hand by reason of the exigencies of the occasion, and therefore would simply drop the stopper back into the pocket, or it would escape from her grasp and roll upon the floor—a few inches, or a foot or two.
Hence—and this is the important point so laboriously arrived at—the stopper would have been dropped very close to the point where the woman entered the room.
Now, the life-size portrait of J. Cephas Lynne beneath which the stopper was found was nowhere near any door in that room.
It did occupy, frame and all, a space between two of the windows at the north side of the room; a space which extended from the floor nearly to the ceiling, and which was in width between four and five feet; and it was fastened, as such portraits not infrequently are, flat against the wall.
Nick Carter had already determined that there must be a secret entrance to that room from another part of the house, or from the outside, but he had not even begun the search for such a place as yet.
If Madge Babbington had entered the room by one of the doors, had opened the bottle and dropped the stopper at once upon entering, it would have been in the vicinity of one of the doors, according to the argument already advanced, all of which shot through his mind the instant when Patsy indicated the spot where it had been found.
Architecture, ancient and modern, had ever been a favorite study with the detective, as a pastime. The life and employment of the famous priest who created so many of the secret stairways, rooms, passages, and doors in the old castles of England and Scotland had always interested him.
He knew how to look for them, where to search for them, and much of the principle upon which they were constructed, just as one may have studied and learned to know the moves in a game of chess.
To offer an opportunity for a secret entrance and passage, there must be space—space between two walls.
And so, when Nick Carter started across the room exclaiming to Patsy: “Found it there, did you? Show me just where you found it,” he did not wait for the answer, but hastened at once to one of the windows, stepped upon the sill and, leaning far out of it, studied the general construction of that north wall of the main building.
A mere glance sufficed him.
He knew already that that part of the house was very old; had stood there where it was through several generations until it had been remodeled, enlarged, reconstructed, and embellished into a part and parcel of the great mansion.
That mere glance outside the window satisfied him that there was more than sufficient space between the outer wall and the wall of the room inside for a passageway.
And that was practically all he needed to assure himself that he had discovered the most likely place for a secret passage and entrance to that room, if one existed.
Moreover, what more likely place could be found for such a secret entrance as must exist than the life-size portrait itself and the space—that is, breadth—behind it?
He stepped back into the room again.
As he did so, and before he could begin his search for the secret entrance, Thomas returned from his hasty inventory of Lynne’s wearing apparel.
“Well?” Nick asked him, pausing.
“Only a few articles of clothing are missing,” Thomas replied. “A suit of his clothing, a few——”
“You need not enumerate them, Thomas. That is unnecessary, now. Tell me only if the missing articles are such things as Mr. Lynne would have taken away with him had he had the selection?”
“Decidedly not, sir. Quite the contrary.”
“You think that he would have chosen differently, in that case?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Thank you, Thomas. That decides another point for us.”
“What is that, sir, if you please?”
“That he was probably unconscious, probably from the chloroform, when he was taken from this room, and therefore that there must have been a third person present here, or within call, to assist the woman in taking him away.”
“Red Mike,” said Patsy, speaking as one making a statement, rather than as one who asks a question.
The detective nodded.
“That accounts for this, I suppose,” said Patsy, holding up his right hand, with the thumb and finger tips pressed tightly together.
Nick Carter stepped nearer to him and looked more closely, and he found that Patsy was holding a single red hair between his thumb and forefinger.
“I found it clinging to the frame of that picture, about six feet from the floor,” the assistant announced. “It was exactly at the point where it might have caught and lodged, if Red Mike had stood right here”—he backed across the room to the portrait—“and had leaned his head against the frame, so;” he assumed the attitude he was attempting to describe.
Nick nodded his head again.
“Red Mike was here with Madge,” he said. “He either followed her into the room at once, or he entered it a moment later in response to some signal she gave, and he stood there, waiting for something else to happen before he took an active part in the proceedings.”
“But he couldn’t come through the picture, could he?” Thomas asked.
“No, but he could come from behind it, if the picture is movable, and if there is an opening of some sort behind it.”
Patsy nodded with emphasis.
“I thought that was the idea when you looked out of the window just now,” he said.
“It has been my idea for some minutes,” replied the detective. “The discovery of the rubber bottle stopper decided me where to look for it.”
“And now——?” asked Patsy.
“We won’t bother to search for secret springs; that would occupy too much time. Thomas, find me a hammer, a screw driver, and a short iron bar, preferably flat, if you have such articles in the house.”
“Yes, sir, in the garage. I will procure them at once.”
CHAPTER XXXV.
A MESSAGE IN THE DUST.
With the tools he had asked for at hand, Nick Carter lost no time in beginning the work of uncovering the entrance to the secret passage between the walls if one existed, and he had every reason to believe that one did exist.
He had not proceeded far with this part of the search when he made the discovery that the canvas upon which the portrait was painted had been stretched over a flat sheet of metal, probably steel, that there were no screw heads in sight, and that prying with the tools that Thomas had brought to him would be unavailable.
He attacked the frame of the picture, then, and here he could pry with his improvised levers.
It seemed like vandalism to injure that frame, for it was a beautiful and a costly one; but there was reason sufficient for doing so, and Nick Carter did not hesitate.
After a time the vertical strip to the right of the picture—that is, toward the east—began to give, and presently came loose in the detective’s grasp.
He pulled it aside and put it down upon the floor, and then turning his attention to the space that he had uncovered he immediately saw where there was a hole the size of a lead pencil, through the steel that had been covered by that section of the frame that he had just removed.
A glance at the section of the frame itself revealed a small steel rod which was in the exact place where it would have fitted through the hole when the frame was in place, and at the outside of the frame it was fastened to a section of the ornamental part of it, so that if Nick had but known where to place his thumb a few moments sooner, it would have been unnecessary to have gone to all that trouble.
With the hammer he drove the small steel rod out of the frame, took it in his hand, inserted it in the hole, and pressed solidly upon it.
At once there was a sharp click from beyond the wall, and the whole picture moved outward the distance of a quarter of an inch, and stopped.
Nick put his fingers into the opening, and pulled, and the steel plate across which the canvas had been stretched responded to his effort.
It moved outward into the room on silent hinges, forming a perfect doorway, and it revealed—well, just what he had been seeking; more explicit description seems unnecessary just now.
To add to the possibilities of the secret entrance, its approach, the necessary stairs, and its general utility, a false chimney had been added to the construction of the house at just that point.
That, added to the thickness of the wall itself, afforded ample space for the object in view when the place was constructed, and it added to the general symmetry of the proportions of the building, also.
In the space into which the three men gazed, and which was at least four feet by six, and from one of which a spiral staircase descended, there were two chairs. There was also an incandescent electric bulb brilliantly alight; and there were also many stumps of handmade cigarettes, burnt matches, and sprinklings of tobacco on the stone floor.
“Red Mike evidently waited for Madge right here while she entered the room,” was the comment of the detective, as he gazed upon these things.
“Sure thing,” agreed Patsy. “Here is where he waited for the signal to enter.”
“And there,” rejoined the detective, “is where the secret door is worked to open and close it from this side of the wall.”
But he was already moving forward when he spoke, and had begun to descend the spiral stairs.
If it should seem incredible to the reader that in this modern day there should be such an arrangement inside one of the New York palaces, it will be interesting to know that the police records show three instances of the kind in palatial residences that have been built by multimillionaires within the last two decades.
And one of these to which reference is made—the mystery of which has never been revealed in print—was instrumental in one of the most sensational crimes that has happened in the city of New York within a generation.
But, to quote Kipling, that is another story.
This particular spiral staircase down which Nick Carter was making his way, began—or ended, as you prefer—at the second floor of the mansion.
It continued past the parlor floor of the house, there being no indication of possible egress from it there, and came to an end, apparently, before a heavy door upon which there was only an ordinary latch.
Raising this and pushing upon the door, Nick stepped into the inner vault of a wine cellar, and he noticed that in opening the door he had pushed out into the room an entire section of shelves.
This wine cellar was of ample proportions.
There was a round table in the center of it, and four chairs at the table; but that was not what attracted the immediate attention of the detective so much as the very evident fact that only a very short time had elapsed since some person or persons had been seated there.
The place still smelled of tobacco smoke from handmade cigarettes, indicating that Red Mike had at least been one of those persons. A single black kid glove on the floor near one of the chairs suggested that Madge had also been one of those who were present.
The fact that two incandescent lights were burning directly over the table suggested that the occupants had departed in haste.
The detective—Patsy and Thomas had both followed him—looked around him with closer attention.
He had at once reached the conclusion that Red Mike and Madge, with Lynne, had stopped in this wine cellar to wait there for a more propitious opportunity for leaving the house—doubtless with the idea of waiting there until night, so that they might escape from the neighborhood with little or no danger of being observed.
He assumed that after taking Lynne to the wine cellar Mike had returned to the space behind the portrait and had waited there, listening to all that had happened in the room from which they had taken their prisoner, and that he had heard enough to make him understand that Nick Carter suspected the presence of a secret entrance to that room.
Thus forewarned, Red Mike had doubtless hastened down the spiral staircase and given the alarm, which would account for the evidence of hasty departure.
But, of a surety, Lynne had been detained in that cellar long enough to have recovered from the effects of that first administering of the chloroform.
Nick Carter had known Lynne only a comparatively short time, but he had found the heir to the Lynne millions to be a cool, self-centered, well-poised man, one of the kind who, trained to life in the great West, never lost his head under any circumstances.
Such being the case, Lynne would, if there happened a possible opportunity, leave some indication or sign of his presence, wherever he might stop.
He would leave what he would call a trail, where any person following in search of him might find it.
Nick had read the man so, and now he looked for such a sign.
He discovered it, too, presently, on one of the bottles of Burgundy in a case that had been opened a long time, and which stood at the top of a pile close to the chair upon which Lynne had doubtless been seated when the effects of the chloroform had worn off.
Dust had collected upon one of the bottles of wine from which the tissue paper had been torn, and upon that collected dust, faintly traced, as if with one of the burnt matches that Red Mike had used and thrown aside, in lighting his cigarettes, were written words.
They were faint, and almost undecipherable at first; there was every indication, too, that they had been written by jerks, and at intervals, sometimes only half of a letter having been formed at a time.
This, of course, had been done to escape observation.
But Nick Carter brought forth his magnifying glass and bent to the task; and after an interval of patient effort he was able to read the message. Here it is:
“Bbngtn woman & Mike scret entrance. Chloroform. Plot to get money. Taking me place they call Pleasantglades deserted. Mike brings warning. More chlor.” And then the last three characters were scrawled, as if hastily made: “6.30.”
The detective read it aloud to Patsy, and he added:
“If we read between the lines, and also between the words, we get this: ‘Babbington woman and Red Mike entered my room upstairs by means of the secret entrance. They chloroformed me and brought me here to this wine cellar. It is all a plot to extort money from me by some means which they consider adequate. I have listened to their talk until I am of the opinion that they are taking me to a place which they call Pleasantglades, which I understand them to say is now deserted, and will be therefore safe for hiding. Red Mike has suddenly appeared from his post on watch upstairs and brings a warning that they are pursued. A hasty departure is decided upon, and they intend to chloroform me again into unconsciousness. The time is now half-past six o’clock.’ If he could have written it all out, that is what he would have said,” the detective concluded; and he looked at his watch.
“It is five minutes to seven,” he said. “They have been gone from here twenty or twenty-five minutes. We must——”
Patsy interrupted him.
“I have been searching for a way out of here other than the one by which we entered,” he said. “I haven’t found it.”
“I have,” exclaimed Thomas. “Look!”
He pointed through the opening into the space at the foot of the spiral staircase, for the door formed of the shelves had been left ajar.
A narrow section of the wall across that narrow space had disappeared, revealing a literal hole in the wall. Darkness was beyond it, but neither of the detectives thought of that.
“The act of opening this door opened that one also,” said Nick, as he stepped quickly forward.
They passed along an underground passage which was just wide enough and high enough for one person at a time, and which led, Nick thought, in a southeasterly direction.
“It leads us toward the garage,” was all the comment he made; but after a moment, as they went onward, he added: “It was once a stable, you know, before horses gave place to the choo-choos.”
There was no difficulty of egress at the other end of the passageway; there never is, from the inside of such secret places.
They presently found themselves in what had once been a grainery, and there were doors from it, two in number, one opening upon the interior of the garage, the other upon a narrow hallway at one side of it, which in turn gave upon the street.
Nick opened the door into the garage and stepped forward; then he pointed toward the body of a man who was stretched face downward on the floor, while beside him was a monkey wrench with which he had been stricken down.
“We are just too late,” he said to Patsy. “Red Mike has struck the chauffeur on the head with the monkey wrench, they have stolen the car, and have got away.”
“We can trace them by the car,” said Patsy.
“Possibly,” replied Nick.
CHAPTER XXXVI.
A DETECTIVE’S DEDUCTIONS.
Here are some of the obstacles which Nick Carter and Patsy encountered almost at once in their search for Carleton Lynne and his abductors.
The stolen car was found within an hour, abandoned in front of the Hotel Plaza, at Fifth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street. Cab drivers and taxi chauffeurs had seen a veiled woman drive it to the spot, leave it, and enter the hotel. She had not been seen since.
“She simply walked into the hotel by one entrance, and out at another one, and went to meet another conveyance in which Mike and Lynne were already passengers,” was Nick Carter’s comment upon this incident.
He drove his own car, with Patsy and Chick for company, to Pleasantglades that night.
The gate was padlocked. When the house was searched it was found that nobody had been there. Evidently Lynne had been misinformed as to the destination of his captors, or they had changed their minds after the escape from the city house.
Nick sought the local chief of police, who was known to him, and had a watch placed upon the house at Pleasantglades; then he returned to the city.
It was midnight when he got back, but nevertheless he went at once to the Creotoria apartment house, where Madge Babbington lived—and went there to find her goods and chattels had been sent to a storage warehouse that day, and that nothing was known as to where she had gone.
Well, there the chase ended for the moment.
We need not go into the details, save to say that not a further trace of Carleton Lynne or of Red Mike, or of Madge Babbington could be found after three days of painstaking and insistent search.
The abductors of the millionaire had left no trail whatever behind them.
It was evident that they had planned every move they made that afternoon and evening, many days in advance, and had prepared for every emergency.
It was certain that they had covered their tracks so expertly that even Nick Carter, aided by his two assistants, could not find them.
The evening of the third day after the related incidents, Nick, with his two assistants, was seated in the study.
All had been silent for a time, each evidently thinking upon the same problem, when Patsy broke the spell by asking suddenly:
“I wonder what Madge intends to do with him, now that she has got him?”
“Marry him,” said Chick laconically.
“Do you think she’ll have the gall to attempt that?” Patsy asked.
“Sure.”
“Why? It looks risky to me.”
“How so? She hasn’t done anything but abduct him, and if she becomes his wife—well, that would do away with that charge, wouldn’t it?”
“I suppose it would, Chick,” Patsy agreed.
“Besides,” Chick continued, “that has been her game from the start. She doesn’t seem to know any other one.”
“Uh huh!”
“She tried, long ago, to marry J. Cephas Lynne—and I’m inclined to think she would have done it, too, if his cousin Thomas hadn’t murdered him.”
“I think you are right about that, Chick,” Nick Carter interposed.
“Then,” Chick went on, “she had it all fixed up to marry Thomas Lynne, the murderer of Cephas and Edythe. She’d have done that, too, if Nick hadn’t found those tracks in the snow in front of the gate at Pleasantglades.”
“Uh huh!” commented Patsy again.
“The next on the carpet is Mr. Henry Carroll.”
“There isn’t any proof that she tried to marry him.”
“I think,” Chick replied, “that the proof of it exists in the fact that Carroll learned to fear her as well as to love and hate her at the same time; that he tried to shoot her at the time he killed her two women companions at the Creotoria, and that now he is only awaiting the day of execution to pay the penalty for it all.”
“Uh huh!” said Patsy once more.
“When, by keeping still and playing on the quiet he might still be living the part of Carleton Lynne, and enjoying all the millions.”
“Not much he wouldn’t,” said Patsy, waking up. “Didn’t I find the real Carleton Lynne out there in Idaho?”
“Yes; but you’d had a fine time proving his identity, wouldn’t you, if Carroll had kept still and hung on? He had the documentary evidence and the photographs. He had possession, which is said to be nine points in the law.”
“What is the argument about, anyway?” asked the detective, with a quiet smile.
“I don’t think it amounts to much one way or another,” replied Patsy. “I guess it is more to the purpose if we bend our energies to a solution of the present problem.”
“I think so, too,” agreed Nick. “It began, didn’t it, by Chick expressing the belief that Madge has stolen Lynne away to marry him?”
“Yes.”
“Has it occurred to you, to either of you or to both of you, that that is the only thing she can do now to win that fortune, or to get hold of any considerable portion of it?” the detective asked.
Chick nodded. Patsy made no reply; but he asked:
“What’s the matter with the two of them—Mike and Madge—forcing him to disgorge a goodly portion of his wealth?”
“It wouldn’t work, Patsy.”
“Why not?”
“Well, for one thing, he isn’t the sort of a man to give up.”
“It strikes me that he’d be giving up a heap more if he married her.”
“You forget what you said three days ago about her eyes—in case Adelina wasn’t around to keep tabs on you,” smiled the detective.
“Well, if Lynne isn’t the sort of a man to give up, I don’t see where your argument is any good. He certainly wouldn’t give up to a woman like that, when he knows——”
“In the first place, Patsy, I have not advanced any argument. I have merely said that it is the only way—her only way, now.”
“Well, he doesn’t have to marry her, does he?”
“I don’t know. She is a fascinating woman. There is a witchery about her that is almost beyond belief. Lynne is a sick man; he has been a sick man for a long time.”
“His mind is strong enough.”
“I know that; but he is physically weak, just now; and physical weakness renders mental opposition in a thing of this kind less strong—more easily assailed. My fear is that she will break down his opposition in the end, if she has time enough.”
“Well, maybe so; only she won’t do it by threats, if I am any judge of character.”
“No, she will do it by her witchery; she will do it with her eyes, which are hypnotic—and please understand that in using that term I do not mean to imply that she will actually hypnotize him. She will merely influence him.”
“Against his will, do you mean?”
“Against his will at first, yes. Against his better judgment. But she will labor to overcome all that. She will succeed, too, if she has sufficient opportunity. I know men of his type. They are impressionable, especially in the presence of a lovely woman, and she can be that, you know.”
“Yes, I know.”
“I think I partly understand a woman of her type, also, although I have never encountered another one like her.”
“Nor anybody else, I imagine.”
“She will probably begin by playing the pathetic, the wronged woman, the one who suffers and is misunderstood. She will tell him the story of her life. She will have spells of heartbreaking sorrow and weeping. She will make him try to comfort her, and she will decline to let him do so when he first offers. Perhaps—I shouldn’t be surprised—if she found herself hooked by her own bait.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Lynne is a lovable chap—a fascinating fellow in many ways.”
“Oh, you mean that, in trying to make him in love with her, she will actually fall in love with him?”
“Such a thing is quite possible, Patsy.”
“Not in her case. She is too calculating; too cold-blooded in her plots and plans.”
“But you will admit that a woman like her can be cold-blooded in nothing else that she does, won’t you?”
“Yes. What of that?”
“Madge Babbington is still young—almost a girl, although she has been twice married. I doubt if she ever has found the man who really attracted her; I think she can, and probably will, find that man in Lynne. He is every inch a man. I would have liked to have known him when he was well and strong.”
“Perhaps you will have an opportunity to do that later on, chief.”
“Perhaps,” replied Nick, shrugging his shoulders.
“All of this,” commented Chick, who had been a close listener to what had been said, “does not bring us any closer to the solution of the present problem.”
“Perhaps it does,” smiled Nick. “That was why I have been talking in that strain.”
“How so?”
“The problem is, where have they hidden Lynne away? Isn’t it?”
“Sure thing.”
“We must agree, then, that wherever that hiding place may be, it is large enough to accommodate four persons.”
“Four! How do you make that out?”
“Two men—Lynne and Red Mike, who will stick closer than a leech; you can bet on that.”
“Sure.”
“Then there is Madge—who must have the opportunity in time and place to play her best cards—and a servant. They could not get along without somebody to serve them.”
“I see.”
“Well, they must hide themselves in a place where there is little opportunity for being seen by others; by chance passers-by. If we can search our minds for the most likely sort of a place of that description, we would be pretty near to part of the solution, Chick.”
“A desert island,” said Patsy, grinning.
“Or the place where desert islands grow; on the water,” said Chick.
“Not bad ideas, either one of them,” said Nick. “And now, there is one more element that is bound to assist us before this game comes to an end. It is jealousy; and that is what I am most afraid of, just now. Red Mike cannot be very long in the society of Madge Babbington without being fascinated by her to the point of desperation. He will look on at her attempts to make Lynne in love with her with growing anger; and if the right sort of a climax should happen at the psychological moment, Red Mike would kill Lynne on the instant; and that is what I most greatly fear, just now. We must find a way to rescue him before such a thing as that can happen.”
CHAPTER XXXVII.
THE SPIDER’S PARLOR.
For a short space let us look upon another scene.
Ordinarily we stay with the detective or his assistants from the beginning to the end of the Nick Carter histories, detailing the events just as he discovered them and experienced them; but occasionally, for the best interests of a story, and in order that the one who reads may comprehend it the more clearly, we are compelled to look ahead into things which came to the detective’s knowledge later on.
This is one of the occasions.
That same evening when Nick and Chick and Patsy were together in the study engaged in the discussion we have just read—and which we bid the reader to bear in mind—Carleton Lynne reclined in an easy-chair with a pillow behind his head and a hassock beneath his feet.
He was smoking a cigar, and was gazing amusedly, half smilingly, upon the beautiful face of Madge Babbington, who was seated upon a low wicker rocker only a few feet away from him.
They very nearly faced each other; they could have touched hands easily had they reached out to do so; and there was a taboret between them which bore an ash tray, a box of cigars partly emptied, a receptacle for matches, a book that Lynne had been reading before Madge came into the room, a tiny pair of scissors, and some skeins of silk with which Madge was plying the embroidery work that she was engaged upon.
It was in reality quite a domestic scene.
The room was large; it was exquisitely appointed; there was a suggestion of voluptuousness and ease everywhere, and there was the evidence of artistic effort on every hand.
It was, in fact, a room on a house boat, and the house boat was at anchor at a place where the wind and waves seldom troubled it; where only the tides brought motion to it, at intervals.
“It is three days now since you took me away from my home in the city,” Lynne was saying. “May I venture to inquire, madam, how long a time it is your purpose to keep me a prisoner here?”
She raised her eyes from the embroidery and smiled at him; but she saw that he gazed into them quite calmly, and with no suggestion of emotion. Plainly she had affected him but little thus far.
“Have you been made uncomfortable?” she asked, in reply.
“No; quite the contrary. You have done everything for my comfort. I cannot deny that.”
“Don’t you think that the fresh air here will be beneficial to you?”
“Without doubt; but one would prefer to have it without coercion, eh?”
“You are not coerced, Mr. Lynne.”
“I am detained here against my will.”
“Would you leave here to-night if you could do so?”
“Undoubtedly.”
“Does my company, my presence here with you, mean nothing to you?”
“It means much to me, madam, since I must remain here. But why must I? What is the real object of all this?”
“You have not guessed?”
“I have made only the one guess that was my first impression—that it was another form of demanding the two million dollars that Red Mike sought to get out of me not so very long ago.”
She bent toward him and smiled into his eyes again.
“No mention has been made to you of such a subject, I believe?”
“No. I have been waiting for it.”
“You believe, then, that I will make the demand?”
“Yes, Mrs. Babbington.”
She laughed softly, and resumed the plying of the needle.
“Two millions would not satisfy me, Mr. Lynne,” she murmured, as if addressing the work she held in her hands.
“No?” he said, and laughed also. “You want it all, I suppose.”
“All—or none; but even all of it would not satisfy me—now.”
“Indeed. You amaze me. How, then, do you expect to be satisfied?”
For a moment she looked upon him between half-closed lids, permitting her marvelously speaking eyes to blaze at him and to suggest the words she did not utter; then she cast them down again upon her work and replied:
“The time has not arrived yet to—to tell you that.”
He laughed again.
“I cannot even pretend to misunderstand you, Mrs. Babbington,” he said.
She made no reply. He continued:
“I am a blunt, plain-spoken man. I believe in calling things by their right names, and in fighting the devil with fire, madam. Am I to understand that you have brought me to this house boat in order that you might possess all my fortune—and me, too?”
“Do you want the truth?” she demanded, looking squarely at him this time, and with no softness and no coquetry in her glance.
“Assuredly.”
“Then—just that.”
He drew a mouthful of smoke from the cigar and expelled it in a steady stream toward the ceiling. When that was done, he smiled somewhat quizzically.
“At least we are playing now with the cards face up on the table,” he commented.
“Precisely. I assume that to be the only way to play a game with you, Mr. Lynne.”
“You are rather correct as to that, madam.”
“How does the idea impress you, Mr. Lynne?”
“Rather disagreeably, as I see it.”
“Am I so objectionable?”
“Under the circumstances, Mrs. Babbington, you are.”
“You are at least frankly spoken.”
“I told you I was a blunt man.”
“I suppose you have been told many things about me; have been warned against this precise situation, have you not?”
“Yes. Repeatedly.”
“Well?”
“I have no comment to make, madam.”
“Not even one of resentment, or disgust, or anger?”
“No.”
“Day before yesterday—your first day here, Mr. Lynne—when you were suffering from the effects of the journey and the chloroform that we were obliged to use, the pressure of my hand upon your head seemed to comfort you.”
“A cloth dipped in cool water would have comforted me also,” he replied, and a flash of anger glowed in her eyes for an instant.
“A little later,” she went on, as if he had not spoken, “you fell asleep holding one of my hands, while the other one rested upon your aching head.”
“Yes, I was a bit flighty, I think. There was a time, then, when I imagined——” he stopped. She raised her head quickly.
“You imagined—what?”
“No matter.”
“But it does matter.”
“I am sorry.”
She bent toward him again, and looked steadily into his eyes.
“There is a woman—another woman—somewhere.”
“Pardon me, madam,” he replied coolly, “there is only one woman, anywhere.”
She resumed her embroidery, and began to rock her chair a little. There was a long silence after that, which she was the one to break.
“Who is she?” Madge demanded.
“I have already told you that, madam; the one woman.”
“Where is she?”
He did not reply. She abandoned the question, knowing that he would not reply to it.
“Is she beautiful?” she demanded.
“Very.”
“As beautiful as I am?”
“More beautiful.” Lynne replied without an instant of hesitation; without regard to the effect of such a reply upon her.
Evidently it had none, or very little.
“In what way?” she asked.
“In every way.”
“You are neither complimentary nor diplomatic,” she said.
“I have no use for either form of speech,” he replied.
“Is she young—younger than I am?”
“She is one of the kind that will always be young.”
“That is no answer.”
“It is the only one I care to make.”
“You love her?”
“Devotedly.”
“You—you are not—not married?” she exclaimed, for a moment startled.
“No.”
She hitched her chair forward, nearer to him.
“Put down your cigar,” she said to him. “It is nearly consumed, and you may begin another one presently.”
He obeyed her. She reached out and drew the taboret aside, and then brought her chair up close beside his, so that she could reach out and take one of his hands—which she did; and he made no effort to resist.
“You like the touch of my hands,” she said. It was not a question; it was an assertion.
“Certainly, madam. A man is less than a man who does not appreciate contact with a beautiful woman; and you are that, without question.”
“Thank you.”
“Oh, I did not offer you a compliment. The fact is self-evident.”
She left her chair, putting down her embroidery, which had been in her lap, and went around behind his. Then she leaned upon the back of it, and put her hands on his head, then moved them down slowly until they covered his eyes, and closed them.
“You like that?” she asked.
“Yes, it is pleasant; very.”
She bent down nearer to him until her breath fanned the top of his head.
“Are you trying to hypnotize me?” he asked.
“No; I am trying to make you appreciate me. Do you think you will do so?”
“Perhaps. Who can say?”
She bent still nearer to him, and pressed her lips against his forehead. He made no sign that he was aware of what she had done.
She held her lips there, and at that moment a door behind her opened and Red Mike strode into the room.
CHAPTER XXXVIII.
A FIGHT FOR THE GOOD.
Neither of the interested parties—if perchance both were interested—could see Red Mike; neither one had heard the sound of his approach, the opening of the door, or his tread upon the soft and yielding rug.
As a matter of fact he barely trod upon it at all, for he had not taken the second step before he discovered the scene that was being enacted before him, and halted.
It has been said that despite his red hair and an unmistakable air of brutality about him, Red Mike was a handsome man, stalwart, powerful, and sensuous in his appearance.
His face, always of a redder hue than most masculine faces, flushed to a deep crimson when he came upon that scene in the parlor of the house boat, and he halted, and waited, and listened.
If Nick Carter could have looked upon him at that moment, he would have discovered in the aspect of the man, and in the scowl that became deeper with every second, that he had doubtless been correct in his prognostication.
Red Mike was jealous; there could have been no denying that fact.
He stood there near the door by which he had entered, his weight upon the foot that he had put forward in the act of stepping so that his attitude was that of a man about to leap upon another.
His upper lip curled beneath his mustache, showing his teeth, like the snarl of a dog when angered. His fingers twitched, then clenched together in the palms of his hands, and then one of them relaxed as it sought the pocket where he carried his automatic revolver.
But he thought better of that impulse, and dropped the hand at his side again.
“Do you like to have me do this?” he heard Madge say to Lynne; and Lynne replied:
“I have no choice.”
Perhaps it was that answer which made Mike leave the gun inside his pocket.
“Would you like to have me tell you about myself?” was her next question.
“I am here to be entertained,” Lynne answered.
“Do you know—have you been told—that I have been twice married?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know also that I was indicted and tried for complicity in the murder of your cousin Edythe?”
“Yes.”
“Do you believe that I could have been guilty of such a hideous thing?”
“It would seem to be unbelievable.”
“That is not an answer.”
“Then I will accept the verdict of the jury, and reply: ‘Not guilty.’ ”
“Even that does not tell me your impression concerning it, Mr. Lynne.”
“I would much prefer to believe you to be entirely innocent than to think that you had so much as a guilty thought in your mind, madam.”
“Thank you. Don’t call me madam.”
“How shall I address you?”
“By my given name if you will; not by name at all, if it is difficult. The difficulty will be overcome after a little.”
He did not reply. She took her hands away from his head and swung herself around beside him and seated herself upon the arm of the chair. It was a morris chair, and she could sit there comfortably. Still she did not discover the presence of Red Mike, for she did not take her eyes from the face of Lynne, although he was not looking at her.
“This is better,” she said; and she sighed.
“Is it?” he asked; and, before she could reply, he added: “Do you know, madam, I believe you are creating no end of trouble for yourself?”
She misunderstood him, and, because she did so, she laughed softly.
“Do you mean that I am falling in love with you, and that it is hopeless because of the other woman?”
“No; I did not mean that. I had no thought of such a thing. The other woman—the one to whom I referred, has been dead for many years. She was my mother.”
“Oh!”
Startled, chastened for the moment, Madge sat quite still. If he had looked up at her then he would have seen that moisture had gathered suddenly in her eyes; that all that quality of flame had departed out of them, and that they were soft, kindly, and genuine. And she remained so, quite silent and still, until he spoke again.
“She passed away, out of my sight, when I was only a little kiddie,” he said softly, “but in some ways she is just as much alive to me now as then; and sometimes it seems as if I can see her just as plainly as I used to.”
Madge was silent a moment. Then, in a voice so low that it was barely audible, she said:
“You believe me to be a bad woman; how, then, can you talk to me of your mother?”
“I do not believe you to be a bad woman,” he replied calmly.
“You do not? You do not? Oh, say that again!” she cried out to him, and her voice did not sound natural even to herself.
“I do not believe you to be a bad woman,” he repeated. “You have done wrong things; so have I; none of us does right always. That would be impossible. In some of us, the bad elements are dominant; in others it is the good that dominates. We are free agents to select between the good and the bad, and therefore whatever we are, whatever we confess ourselves to be, we have become by choice. Do you prefer the good or the bad, Mrs. Babbington?”
“Oh, the good! The good! Help me to be good, Carleton Lynne. You can, if you will. You can make me good, if you will try, and you may throw your millions away, or give them away, I do not care. I would not care. I hate them. They—not yours, but the mere longing for riches—have made me what I am, a despicable woman. I hate myself, now! I see myself now for the first time as others see me; as you see me. Oh!” She dropped her head upon his shoulder and broke into a passion of sobs, so that any one who had known her in the past would have been amazed.
But it was all real. Madge, for once, was very much in earnest. Again Nick Carter’s prophecy had come true.
Lynne took one of her hands between his own and stroked it gently. She recovered herself.
“I am silly to give way so at the first kind word,” she murmured.
“No, you are only natural. You have found yourself. You have found the true, the real woman; you have lost the pretense that has been dominating you. You are very lovely, now; very tender; very lovable. I think you could be very true if you would be so, and could live down all that hideous past that is so hateful. Will you?”
“Yes, if you ask me to do so.”
“Whether I ask you to do it for me or not? If I ask you to do it only for yourself?”
“Yes. I will leave here to-night. We will leave here together. You shall return to your home in the city, and I will go—I will go far away, anywhere, and, and——” She broke down once more, with her head upon his shoulder, weeping softly this time. And he stroked her hand as he had done before, saying nothing. Red Mike still listened, silent, watchful.
It was a long time before she spoke again. Then she asked:
“Tell me what you meant when you said that I was creating trouble for myself.”
“I would rather forget, now, what I had in mind then,” he replied.
“Why?”
“Because it seems a sacrilege even to mention it, now.”
“What was it? What did you mean?”
“I meant Red Mike.” The object of that remark started, and listened the more intently.
“Red Mike?” she exclaimed, amazed. “What of him?”
Instead of replying directly to the question, he asked another. He said:
“What do you suppose Red Mike would do now if he were to enter this room suddenly, and find you with your head upon my shoulder, and discover that I was holding one of your hands and stroking it?”
She shuddered and caught her breath.
“Don’t,” she said; and then again, “don’t. The mere reference to it makes me see myself as I was—and, oh, it seems so long ago. Red Mike is a brute; a creature whom I have made use of to further my selfish ends. I sent him to you when he demanded the two millions, and so nearly murdered you. I took him with me to aid in your capture, making him beieve that I would lead you on to make me your wife, so that I might get your millions, and—oh, there is more!—making him believe that he might—might—if you should die suddenly after that—making him believe that I would not ask questions about it, but that I would—become—his—wife. Oh, God! The horror of it! That I ever consented to such a thought, for I did not mean it, ever. Oh, you will believe me, won’t you? I never once meant such a thing. I hate, I loathe, I despise myself; but I must tell you. You must know all of it; must know that even for a moment I consented to bargain about such a hideous matter, even though I never had the remotest intention to——”
“Hush!” Lynne said to her softly. “You never could do a more courageous thing in your life than to tell me of this. I am no better than you are, Madge. I have harbored such impossible thoughts, too. I know what they are, and what they mean. Come here. Move around so that I can see you; so I can look into your wonderful eyes. I want to kiss them. I want to hear you tell me that you will be a good and true woman, a good and true wife, and that when we leave here to return to the world, you will help me to spend that fortune that has come to me so strangely, for the good of others—for the good of those who suffer. That is what I want to do, Madge; that is what I want you to help me to do, for that is what my mother would have wished.”
She had raised herself from his shoulder and from the arm of the chair upon which she had been seated, and now she moved gently around until she was almost in front of him.
Her whole soul was shining in her eyes when she chanced to raise them, impelled by an impulse she could not have named; and she saw Red Mike standing near that door, with the automatic pistol raised and leveled at her own heart.
Her eyes, which had been looking down tenderly upon Lynne, shone suddenly with horror, and she released Lynne’s hand and backed away from him.
It was an utterance of Red Mike’s that told Lynne what had happened.
“Caught you, didn’t I?” he snarled. Then he laughed brutally. “I heard you, too, my beauty. I heard it all. I have been here since it began. I saw the beginning, and I will see the end. Used me, have you? Lied to me, have you? Played with me, have you? Well, it’s my turn now to play with you—and him; and no Apache Indian ever knew better how to do it than I do.”
Madge crouched partly down. All the tiger in her was aroused now, in defense of the man she had suddenly found that she loved.
Her right hand sought her bosom where, doubtless, she carried a weapon; where Red Mike seemed to understand that she did carry one, for he cried out:
“Drop that, or I’ll kill you where you stand, if you are a woman!”
She paid no heed, and he leaped forward toward her; and then the unexpected happened.
To reach Madge, Red Mike had to pass close to the chair where Lynne was seated; and as he passed, Lynne thrust out one foot in his path. Red Mike tripped upon it. He fell to the floor at Madge’s feet, and the automatic flew from his grasp, almost into hers.
On the instant she seized upon it. She turned it butt end foremost. She raised it and struck with it before he could recover himself, and he made no attempt to rise, for he was stunned and helpless.
CHAPTER XXXIX.
THE MASTERS OF MILLIONS.
Patsy barely heard Nick Carter’s closing remarks as told at the close of the tenth chapter. He was intent upon another thought; upon a recollection that had come to him, induced by his own facetious remark about a desert island, and by Chick’s comment, “where desert islands grow; upon the water.”
“Chief,” he cried out suddenly, “I’ve got an inspiration. I’ll bet a hundred to nothing that I know where they are hiding themselves—the three of them, or the four, if there are four. Don’t you remember the house boat?”
“What house boat?” asked the detective.
“Edythe Lynne’s. It was mentioned at the coroner’s inquest, after she was killed. You know she entertained a house party at Pleasantglades last summer, while her father was away—at the time he was murdered, and long before she could have known anything about it had she lived?”
“I remember about the house party; but not about any boat.”
“You were absent from the room at the time it was told. She entertained her guests on the house boat, as well as at the house, at Pleasantglades. It is kept anchored in the bay, within a mile of the house, and is always in commission. That is where Madge and Mike have taken Lynne, I’ll bet a cooky. Come; we can get there in an hour. I’ll go alone if you do not care to go.”
“We’ll all go,” said the detective. “It sounds reasonable, and would account for the idea that Lynne received while a prisoner in the wine cellar, that Pleasantglades was the destination at that time.”
He turned to the telephone and ordered the big car to the door at once.
“It’s as sure as shooting,” said Patsy.
“Only I don’t seem to remember anything about a house boat in the testimony at the inquest,” said the detective, as he seized his hat and led the way from the room.
“Somebody called you out of the room for a moment when that testimony was given,” was Patsy’s reply. “I think it was stricken out as being irrelevant.”
“What was said about it?”
“Only that Edythe had entertained her friends part of the time on the house boat, which is always kept anchored in the bay that juts into the property up there. I suppose it has been closed now, and practically abandoned for a year; but it would be an ideal place for Madge to take her prisoner; and, of course, she knew about it, since she was one of the guests at that time.”
“Of course.”
“Lucky remark, that, about the desert island. That suggested the idea to me; that or Chick’s reply.”
“What was that?”
“He said—‘or where desert islands grow; upon the water.’ See?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll bet you a big red apple that we find them there, Chick.”
“You’re on. I can afford a red apple, if we do,” replied Chick.
Nick ran the car out himself, and his growing confidence in Patsy’s theory made him get all the speed out of the machine that it contained.
He slowed down, of course, whenever there was an idea of danger ahead, or when there was a possibility that they might be held up for speeding; but for all that, they made splendid time, and rolled past the big gateway at Pleasantglades in exactly fifty minutes from the time they left the house in Madison Avenue.
It was half a mile farther to the shore of the bay where the boat was anchored, and the distance was covered in about one minute, despite the roughness of the road.
They all leaped out of the machine at the same instant and each sought the shore for a small boat in which they might row out to the object of their trip.
“There isn’t a sign of a light out there,” said Chick.
“That’s nothing,” replied Patsy. “They would keep dark in the daytime, and darker at night when a light might be seen and investigated. Here we are. I have found one.”
“It’s half full of water,” said Nick.
“Help me to turn it over,” shouted Patsy; and the water was soon emptied from the boat which was found to be quite sound.
“There are no oars,” said Patsy, when that was done. “We’ll have to—wait a minute.”
He darted away toward the boathouse on the shore, a few rods distant, broke the padlock with a stone, and presently returned bearing a pair of oars.
“All aboard,” he said. “If I was as certain of future glory as I am of finding our goal out there, I’d be wearing a halo already, chief.”
“I only hope that you are right, Patsy,” was the reply. “Be silent now. There is need of caution if they are there.”
Five minutes’ cautious rowing took them the required distance, and the small boat was rounded up alongside the larger one without a sound to disturb anybody who might be on board, and perhaps watchful.
But we already know what was taking place inside that house boat.
Nick Carter, followed by his two assistants, clambered aboard of it, as it happened, just at the moment when Carleton Lynne put out one foot and tripped Red Mike so that he fell prone upon his face at the feet of Madge.
There was a perceptible jar as the result of that fall, for Red Mike was a heavy man.
The detective and Patsy, who were already on the deck of the boat, halted.
“What was that?” asked Patsy, in a whisper.
“It is the first evidence that you are correct, Patsy,” was the reply. “There is somebody here, on this boat.”
“Well, it could only be the persons we are after; eh?”
“I think so.”
The three of them stole quietly along the deck toward a door which could be dimly seen in the half light.
Reaching it, Nick turned the knob softly, but only to find that the door was securely fastened on the inside.
Nick bent down to listen; his companions did the same; then they looked at each other in amazement. What did it mean?
They could hear the faint murmur of a masculine voice, and the sobs of a woman mingled with it. What could it all mean?
“We will smash in the door,” said Nick, in a whisper. “It is a double door and will give way at the center. When I say three, we will all throw ourselves against it at once. Now; are you ready? One, two, three!”
The door gave way much more readily than had been anticipated.
Nick and Chick barely saved themselves from falling; Patsy sprawled upon the floor inside the cabin, and almost at the feet of Carleton Lynne, who was standing up, and holding Madge Babbington tightly in his arms.
Madge was sobbing, so she raised a tearful as well as a startled face toward the intruders who had come upon them so suddenly.
Lynne looked at the unexpected callers as calmly as if they had been expected, and as if their method of entrance was the customary thing. He did not relax his hold upon Madge in the slightest degree, but rather held her the tighter.
“Hello, Mr. Carter!” he exclaimed. “You’re just in time. How are you, Chick? Glad to see you, Patsy. I hope all the folks are well at home. That’s the proper thing to say, isn’t it?”
“You seem to be rather pleasantly occupied, Lynne,” Nick replied, with a smile that was somewhat grim. “You make me feel sorry that I interrupted you.”
“Well, you needn’t be. I’m mighty glad that you came. If you’ll take the trouble to move that screen, you’ll see something. We just put it there to get him out of our sight.”
Patsy moved the screen; then he burst into laughter.
Red Mike was there, of course, with some picture cords tied around his wrists and ankles and a towel tied around his face so that he could not talk.
“It’s all over but the shouting, Carter,” said Lynne. “Shall I tell you about it?”
“Please do.”
“I’m awfully obliged to you for not getting here an hour earlier. You might have been the ruin of two lives, if you had. Shall I begin with the best part first?”
“Yes.”
“Madge and I have found out that we are very much in love with each other. Madge is going to be a good girl, and I’m going to be a good fellow, and we are going to spend the fortune that J. Cephas Lynne left behind him, in bettering mankind generally, in doing good wherever we can, and in helping those who have taken the wrong path, to get back again to the right one.
“Yesterday—an hour ago, Carter—I was the master of millions; now, we two are the masters of millions which shall take the form of a great trust imposed upon us by the memory of Cephas Lynne and his daughter Edythe, to do good, to help the wrongdoer. Now, do you want the rest of the story?”
“I think I know it already. I suppose Red Mike came in upon you two while you were in each other’s arms, eh?”
“Well, we were getting there.”
The detective turned to Madge, who was blushing, and appearing very little like the Madge Babbington he had known.
“Are you sincere, Mrs. Babbington?” he asked.
“Ah, Mr. Carter, so sincere that I am the happiest woman alive; so sincere that I want you to forgive me for all the hard thoughts I have had in the past—and I want you to help me, too, by believing in me.”
“I can promise you that,” replied the detective. “This is a very happy outcome of all the past months, after all.”
“It is,” said Madge. “I thank God for this moment, and that I have the strength and the opportunity to seek forgiveness.”
THE END.
“The Midnight Message,” by Nicholas Carter, is the title of the next volume, No. 1304, of the NEW MAGNET LIBRARY. This story has to do with one of the most desperate and resourceful criminals Nick Carter ever opposed.
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ALL TITLES ALWAYS IN PRINT
901—A Weird Treasure
902—The Middle Link
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