
        
            

            Melville Davisson Post

            The Gilded Chair

        

        
    



                
                
UUID: 2ca97a76-15e6-11e6-8d5b-0f7870795abd

This ebook was created with StreetLib Write (http://write.streetlib.com)
by Simplicissimus Book Farm







    
    Table of contents

    
    
	
    CHAPTER I—THE TRAVELER 



	
    CHAPTER II—THE HOUSE OF THE FIRST MEN 



	
    
CHAPTER III—THE HERMIT'S CRUST


	
    
CHAPTER IV—THE MAIDEN OP THE WATERS


	
    
CHAPTER V—THE GATHERING


	
    
CHAPTER VI—THE MENACE


	
    
CHAPTER VII—THE COUNSEL OP WISDOM


	
    
CHAPTER VIII—THE WOMAN ON THE WALL


	
    
CHAPTER IX—THE USURPER


	
    
CHAPTER X—THE RED BENCH


	
    
CHAPTER XI—THE CHART OP THE TREASURE


	
    
CHAPTER XII—THE SERVANTS OP YAHVEH


	
    
CHAPTER XIII—THE JOURNEYING


	
    
CHAPTER XIV—THE PLACE OP PROPHECY


	
    
CHAPTER XV—THE VULNERABLE SPOT


	
    
CHAPTER XVI—THE LESSON IN MAGIC


	
    
CHAPTER XVII—THE STAIR OF VISIONS


	
    
CHAPTER XVIII—THE SIGN BY THE WAY


	
    
CHAPTER XIX—THE CHAMBER OP LIGHT


	
    
CHAPTER XX—THE MOVING SHADOW


	
    
CHAPTER XXI—THE IMPOTENT SPELL


	
    
CHAPTER XXII—THE IRON POT


	
    
CHAPTER XIII—THE GREAT PERIL


	
    
CHAPTER XXIV—THE TASTE OF DEATH


	
    
CHAPTER XXV—THE WANDERING


	
    
CHAPTER XXVI—THE CITY OF DREAMS





        
            

                
                    
                        CHAPTER I—THE TRAVELER
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    

                    
                        
                            [image: decoration]
                        

                    

                


                
                    
                When
the train crept out of Euston into the wet night the Marchesa
Soderrelli sat for a considerable time quite motionless in the corner
of her compartment. The lights, straggling northward out of London,
presently vanished. The hum and banging of passing engines ceased.
The darkness, attended by a rain, descended.

Beside
the Marchesa, on the compartment seat, as the one piece of visible
luggage, except the two rugs about her feet, was a square green
leather bag, with a flat top, on which were three gold letters under
a coronet. It was perhaps an hour before the Marchesa Soderrelli
moved. Then it was to open this bag, get out a cigarette case, select
a cigarette, light it, and resume her place in the corner of the
compartment. She was evidently engaged with some matter to be deeply
considered; her eyes widened and narrowed, and the muscles of her
forehead gathered and relaxed.

The
woman was somewhere in that indefinite age past forty. Her figure,
straight and supple, was beginning at certain points to take on that
premonitory plumpness, realized usually in middle life; her hair,
thick and heavy, was her one unchanged heritage of youth; her
complexion, once tender and delicate, was depending now somewhat on
the arts. The woman was coming lingeringly to autumn. Her face, in
repose, showed the freshness of youth gone out; the mouth,
straightened and somewhat hardened; the chin firmer; there was a
vague irregular line, common to persons of determination, running
from the inner angle of the eye downward and outward to the corner of
the mouth; the eyes were drawn slightly at the outer corners, making
there a drooping angle.

Her
dress was evidently continental, a coat and skirt of gray cloth; a
hat of gray straw, from which fell a long gray veil; a string of
pearls around her neck, and drop pearl earrings.

As
she smoked, the Marchesa continued with the matter that perplexed
her. For a time she carried the cigarette mechanically to her lips,
then the hand holding it dropped on the arm of the compartment seat
beside her. There the cigarette burned, sending up a thin wisp of
smoke.

The
train raced north, gliding in and out of wet blinking towns, where
one caught for a moment a dimly flashing picture of a wet platform a
few trucks, a smoldering lamp or two a weary cab horse plodding
slowly up a phantom street, a wooden guard, motionless as though
posed before a background of painted card board, or a little party of
travelers, grouped wretchedly together at a corner of the train shed,
like poor actors playing at conspirators in some first rehearsal.

Finally
the fire of the cigarette touched her fingers. She ground the end of
it against the compartment window, sat up, took off her hat and
placed it in the rack above her head; then she lifted up the arm
dividing her side of the compartment into two seats, rolled one of
her rugs into a pillow, lay down, and covering herself closely with
the remaining rug, was almost immediately asleep.

The
train arrived at Stirling about 7:30 the following morning. The
Marchesa Soderrelli got out there, walked across the dirty wooden
platform—preempted almost exclusively by a flaming book stall,
where the best English author finds-himself in the same sixpenny
shirt with the worst—out a narrow way by the booking office, and up
a long cobble-paved street to an inn that was doubtless sitting, as
it now sits, in the day of the Pretender.

A
maid who emerged from some hidden quarter of this place at the
Marchesa's knocking on the window of the office led the way to a
little room in the second story of the inn, set the traveler's bag on
a convenient chair, and, as if her duties were then ended, inquired
if Madam wished any further attendance. The Marchesa Soderrelli
wished a much further attendance, in fact, a continual attendance,
until her breakfast should be served at nine o'clock. The tin bath
tub, round like a flat-bottomed porringer, was taken from its
decorative place against the wall and set on a blanket mat. The pots
over the iron crane in the kitchen of the inn were emptied of hot
water. The maid was set to brushing the traveler's wrinkled gown. The
stable boy was sent to the chemist to fetch spirits of wine for
Madam's toilet lamp. The very proprietor sat by the kitchen fire
polishing the Marchesa Soderrelli's boots. The whole inn, but the
moment before a place abandoned, now hummed and clattered under the
various requirements of this traveler's toilet.

The
very details of this exacting service impressed the hostelry with the
importance of its guest. The usual custom of setting the casual
visitor down to a breakfast of tea, boiled eggs, finnan haddock, or
some indefinite dish with curry, in the common dining room with the
flotsam of lowland farmers, was at once abandoned. A white cloth was
laid in the long dining room of the second floor, open only from June
until September, while the tourist came to do Stirling Castle under
the lines of Ms Baedeker, a room salted for the tourist, as a
Colorado mine is salted for an Eastern investor. No matter in what
direction one looked he met instantly some picture of Queen Mary,
some old print, some dingy steel engraving. No two of these presented
to the eye the same face or figure of this unhappy woman, until the
observer came presently to realize that the Scottish engraver, when
drawing the features of his central figure, like the Madonna painters
of Italy, availed himself of a large and catholic collection.

To
this room the innkeeper, having finished the Marchesa's boots, and
while the maid still clattered up and down to her door, brought now
the dishes of her breakfast. Porridge and a jug of cream, a dripping
comb of heather honey, hot scones, a light white roll, called locally
a "bap," and got but a moment before from the nearest
baker, a mutton cutlet, a pot of tea, and a brown trout that but
yesterday was swimming in the Forth.

When
the Marchesa came in at nine o'clock to this excellent breakfast,
every mark of fatigue had wholly vanished. Youth, vigor, freshness,
ladies, once in waiting to this woman, ravished from her train by the
savage days, were now for a period returned, as by some special,
marked concession. The maid following behind her, the obsequious
innkeeper, bowing by the door, saw and knew instantly that their
estimate of the traveler was not a whit excessive. This guest was
doubtless a great foreign lady come to visit the romantic castle on
the hill, perhaps crossed from France with no object other than this
pilgrimage.

The
innkeeper waited, loitering about the room, moving here a candlestick
and there a pot, until his prints, crowded on the walls, should call
forth some comment. But he waited to disappointment. The great lady
attended wholly to her breakfast. The "bap," the trout, the
cutlet shared no interest with the prints. This man, skilled in
divining the interests of the tourist, moved his pots without avail,
his candlesticks to no seeming purpose. The Marchesa Soderrelli was
wholly unaware of his designing presence.

Presently,
when the Marchesa had finished with her breakfast, she took up the
silver case, which, in entering, she had put down by her plate, and
rolling a cigarette a moment between her thumb and finger, looked
about inquiringly for a means to light it. The innkeeper, marking now
the arrival of his moment, came forward with a burning match and held
it over the table—breaking on the instant, with no qualm, the
fourth of his printed rules, set out for warning on the corner of his
mantel shelf. He knew now that his guest would speak, and he sorted
quickly his details of Queen Mary for an impressive answer. The
Marchesa did speak, but not to that cherished point.

"Can
you tell me," she said, "how near I am to Doune in
Perthshire?"

The
innkeeper, set firmly in his theory, concluded that his guest wished
to visit the neighboring castle after doing the one at Stirling, and
answered, out of the invidious distinctions of a local pride.

"Quite
near, my Lady, twenty minutes by rail, but the castle there is not to
be compared with ours. When you have seen Stirling Castle, and
perhaps Edinburgh Castle, the others are not worth a visit. I have
never heard that any royal person was ever housed at Doune. Sir
Walter, I believe, gives it a bit of mention in 'Waverley,' but the
great Bruce was in our castle and Mary Queen of Scots."

He
spoke the last sentence with uncommon gravity, and, swinging on his
heel, indicated his engravings with a gesture. Again these prints
failed him. The Marchesa's second query was a bewildering tangent.

"Have
you learned," she said, "whether or not the Duke of Dorset
is in Perthshire?"

"The
Duke of Dorset," he repeated, "the Duke of Dorset is dead,
my Lady."

"I
do not mean the elder Duke of Dorset," replied the Marchesa, "I
am quite aware of his death within the year. I am speaking of the new
Duke."

The
innkeeper came with difficulty from that subject with which his guns
were shotted, and, like all persons of his class, when turned
abruptly to the consideration of another, he went back to some
familiar point, from which to approach, in easy stages, the immediate
inquiry.

"The
estates of the Duke of Dorset," he began, "are on the south
coast, and are the largest in England. The old Duke was a great man,
my Lady, a great man. He wanted to make every foreigner who brought
anything over here, pay the government something for the right to
sell it. I think that was it; I heard him speak to the merchants of
Glasgow about it. It was a great speech, my Lady—I seemed to
understand it then," and he scratched his head. "He would
have done it, too, everybody says, if something hadn't broken in him
one afternoon when he was with the King down at Ascot. But he never
married. You know, my Lady, every once in a while, there is a Duke of
Dorset who does not marry. They say that long ago, one of them saw a
heathen goddess in a bewitched city by the sea, but something
happened, and he never got her."

"That
is very sad," said the Marehesa, "a fairy story should turn
out better."

"But
that is not the end of the story, my Lady," continued the
innkeeper. "Right along after that, every other Duke has seen
her, and won't have any mortal woman for a wife." The Marehesa
was amused. "So fine a devotion," she said, "ought to
receive some compensation from heaven."

"And
so it does, my Lady," cried the innkeeper, "and so it does.
The brother's son who comes into the title, is always exactly like
the old childless Duke—just as though he were reborn somehow."
Then a light came beaming into his face. "My Lady!" he
cried, like one arrived suddenly upon a splendid recollection. "I
have a print of the old Duke just over the fireplace in the kitchen;
I will fetch it. Janet, the cook, says that the new Duke is exactly
like him."

The
Marehesa stopped him. "No," she said, "I would not for
the world disturb the decorations of your kitchen."

The
thwarted host returned, rubbing his chin. A moment or two he puzzled,
then he ventured another hesitating service.

"If
it please your Ladyship, I will ask Janet, the cook, about the new
Duke of Dorset. Janet reads all about them every Sunday in the
  
Gentle Lady
, and
she sticks a pin in the map to remind her where the nicest ones are."

Before
the smiling guest could interfere with a further negative, the
obliging host had departed in search of that higher authority,
presiding thus learnedly among his pots. The Marchesa, left to her
devices, looked about for the first time at the innkeeper's precious
prints. But she looked leisurely, without an attaching interest,
until she chanced upon a little wood engraving of Prince Charles
Edward Stuart, half hidden behind a luster bowl on the sideboard. She
arose, took up the print, and returning to her chair, set it down on
the cloth beside her. She was in leisurely contemplation of this
picture when the innkeeper returned, sunning, from his interview with
Janet. On the forty-three steps of his stairway the good man
unfortunately lost the details of Janet's diction, but he came forth
triumphant with the substance of her story.

The
new Duke of Dorset was, at this hour, in Perthshire. He was not the
son of the old Duke, but an only nephew, brought forth from some
distant country to inherit his uncle's shoes. His father had married
some Austrian, or Russian, or Italian—Janet was a bit uncertain on
this trivial point. For the last half dozen years the young Duke had
been knocking about the far-off edges of Asia. There had been fuss
about his succession, and there might have been a kettle of trouble,
but it came out that he had been of a lot of service to the
government in effecting the Japanese alliance. He had somehow gotten
at the inside of things in the East. So the foreign office was at his
back. He had given up, too, some princely station in his mother's
country; a station of which Janet was not entirely clear, but, in her
mind, somehow, equal to a kingdom. But he gave it up to be a peer of
England, as, in Janet's opinion, any reasonable person would. My Lady
was rightly on her way, if she wished to see this new Duke.

The
Doune Castle and the neighboring estate were shooting property of his
father. This property, added to the vast holdings of the old Duke,
made the new once perhaps the richest peer in England. He looked the
part, too; more splendidly fit than any of his class coming under
Janet's discriminating eye. She had gone with Christobel MacIntyre to
see him pass through Stirling some weeks earlier. And he was one of
the "nicest of them." Janet's pin had been sticking in
Doune since August.

The
Marchesa did not attempt to interrupt this pleasing flow of data. The
innkeeper delivered it with a variety of bows, certain decorative,
mincing steps, and illustrative gestures. It came forth, too, with
that modicum of pride natural to one who housed, thus opportunely, so
nice an observer as this Janet. He capped it at the end with a
comment on this Japanese alliance. It did not please him. They were
not white, these Japanese. And this alliance—it was against nature.
His nephew, Donald MacKensie, had been with the army in China, when
the powers marched on Pekin, and there the British Tommy had divided
the nations of the earth into three grand divisions, namely, niggers,
white men, and dagoes. There were two kinds of niggers—real
niggers, and faded-out niggers; there were four kinds of dagoes—vodka
dagoes, beer-drinking dagoes, frog-eating dagoes, and the macaroni
dagoes; but there was only one kind of white men—"Us," he
said, "and the Americans."

The
Marchesa laughed, and the innkeeper rounded off his speech with a
suggestion of convenient trains, in case my Lady was pleased to go
to-morrow or the following day to Doune. A good express left the
station here at ten o'clock, and one could return—he marked
especially the word—at one's pleasure. The schedule of returning
trains was beautifully appointed.

He
had arranged, too, in the interval of absence, for the Marchesa's
comfort in the morning visit to Stirling Castle. A carriage would
take her up the long hill; a guide, whom he could unreservedly
recommend, would be there for any period at her service—a pensioned
sergeant who had gone into the Zulu rush at Rorke's Drift, and come
out somewhat fragmentary. Then he stepped back with a larger bow,
like an orator come finally to his closing sentence. Was my Lady
pleased to go now?

The
Marchesa was pleased to go, but not upon the way so delicately
smoothed for her. She arose, went at once to her room, got her hand
bag and coat, paid the good man his charges, and walked out of the
door, past the cab driver, to her train, leaving that expectant
public servant, like the young man who had great possessions,
sorrowing.





















                
                


            

            
        

    


CHAPTER II—THE HOUSE OF THE FIRST
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O ne, arriving over the Caledonian railway at
Doune, will at once notice how that station exceeds any other of
this line in point of nice construction. The framework of the
building is of steel; the roof, glass; the platform of broad cement
blocks lying like clean gray bands along the car tracks. There is
here no dirt, no smoke, no creaky floor boards, no obtrusive
glaring bookstalls, and no approach given over to the soiling
usages of trade. One goes out from the spotless shed into a gravel
court, inclosed with a high brick wall, stone capped, planted along
its southern exposure with pear trees, trained flat after the
manner of the northern gardener.

The Marchesa Soderrelli,
following the little street into the village, stopped in the public
square at the shop of a tobacconist for a word of direction. This
square is one of the old landmarks of Doune. In the center of it is
a stone pillar, capped at the top with a quaint stone lion, the
work of some ancient cutter, to whom a lion was a fairy beast,
sitting like a Skye dog on his haunches with his long tail jauntily
in the air, and his wizened face cocked impudently.

From this square she turned
east along a line of shops and white cottages, down a little hill,
to an old stone bridge, crossing the Ardoch with a single high,
graceful span. South of it stood the restored walls of Doune
Castle, once a Lowland stronghold, protected by the swift waters of
the Teith, now merely the most curious and the best preserved ruin
in the North. East of the Ardoch the land rises into a park set
with ancient oaks, limes, planes, and gnarled beeches. Here the
street crossing the Ardoch ends as a public thoroughfare, and
barred by the park gates, continues up the hill as a private road
between two rows of plane trees.

The Marchesa opened the little
foot gate, cut like a door in the wall of the park beside the
larger gate, and walked slowly up the hill, over the dead plane
leaves beginning now to fall. As she advanced the quaint split
stone roof and high round wall of Old Newton House came prominently
into view. This ancient house, one of the most picturesque in
Scotland, deserves a word of comment. It was built in 1500 a.d., as
a residence for the royal keepers of Doune Castle, and built like
that castle with an eye forward to a siege. The stone walls are at
some points five feet thick. The main wing of the house is flanked
with a semicircular tower, capped with a round crow-step coping.
The windows high up in the wall were originally barred with iron;
the holes in the stones are still plainly visible. Under the east
wing of the house is an arched dungeon with no ray of light; under
the west wing, a well for the besieged. A secret opening in the
wall of the third story descends under the Ardoch, it is said, to
Doune Castle. To the left are the formal gardens inclosed by a tall
holly hedge, and to the right, the green sward of the park. The
road climbing the hill turns about into a gravel court.

The place is incrusted with
legends. Prince Charlie on his daring march south with a handful of
Highlanders to wrest a kingdom from the Hanoverian, coming to this
stone span by the Ardoch, was met at the park gate by the daughters
of the house with a stirrup cup. He drank, as the story runs, and
pulling off his glove put down his hand to kiss. But one madcap of
the daughters answered, "I would rather prie your mou," and the
Prince, kissing her like a sweetheart, rode over the Ardoch to his
fortunes.

This old stronghold had
originally but one way of entrance cut in the solid wall of the
tower. An iron door, set against a wide groove of the stone, held
it—barring against steel and fire. The door so low that one
entering must stoop his head, making him thus ready for that other,
waiting on the stairway with his ax.

This stone stairway ascending
in the semicircular tower is one of the master conceptions of the
old-time builder. Each step is a single fan-shaped stone, five
inches thick, with a round end like a vertebra. These round ends of
the stones are set one above the other, making thus a solid column,
of which the flat part of each stone is a single step of a spiral
stairway. The early man doubtless took here his plan direct from
nature, in contemplation of the backbone of a stag twisted about,
and going thus to the great Master for his lesson, his work, to
this day, has not been bettered. His stairway was as solid and
enduring as his wall, with no wood to burn and no cemented joint to
crumble.

The Marchesa, having come now
to the gravel court before the iron door, found there the brass
knob of a modern bell. At her ringing, a footman crossed the court
from the service quarter of the house, took her card and
disappeared. A moment later he opened the creaking door and led the
way up the stone stair into a little landing, a sort of
miniature entresol , to the
first floor of the house. This cell, made now to do service as a
hall, was lighted by a square window, cut in modern days through
the solid masonry of the tower. In the corner of it was a rack for
walking sticks, and on the row of brass hooks set into the wall
were dog whips, waterproofs, a top riding coat, and several
shooting capes, made of that rough tweed, hand spun and hand woven,
by the peasants of the northern islands, dyed with erotal and
heather tips, and holding yet faintly the odor of the peat smoke in
which it was laboriously spun.

The footman now opened the
white door at the end of this narrow landing, and announced the
Marchesa Soderrelli. As the woman entered a man arose from a chair
by a library table in the middle of the room.

To the eye he was a tall,
clean-limbed Englishman, perhaps five and thirty; his fair hair,
thick and close cropped, was sunburned; his eyes, clear and hard,
were dark-blue, shading into hazel; his nose, aquiline in contour,
was as straight and clean cut as the edges of a die; his mouth was
strong and wide; his face lean and tanned. Under the morning
sunlight falling through the high window, the man was a thing of
bronze, cast in some old Tuscan foundry, now long forgotten by the
Amo.

The room was that distinctive
chamber peculiar to the English country house, a man's room. On the
walls were innumerable trophies; elk from the forests of Norway,
red deer from the royal preserves of Prussia, the great branching
antlers of the Cashmire stag, and the curious ebon horns of the
Gaur, together with old hunting prints and pencil drawings of big
game. On the floor were skins. The buffalo, found only in the vast
woodlands of Lithuania; the brown bear of Russia, the Armenian
tiger. Along the east wall were three rows of white bookshelves,
but newly filled; on a table set before these cases were several
large volumes apparently but this day arrived, and as yet but
casually examined. To the left and to the right of the mantel were
gun cases built into the wall, old like the house, with worn brass
keyholes, and small diagonal windows of leaded glass, through which
one could see black stocks and dark-blue barrels.

Over the mantel in a
smoke-stained frame was a painting of the old Duke of Dorset, at
the morning of his life, in the velvet cap and the long red coat of
a hunter. The face of the painting was, in every detail, the face
of the man standing now below it, and the Marchesa observed, with a
certain wonder, this striking verification of the innkeeper's
fantastic story.

On the table beside the leather
chair from which the man had arisen were the evidences of two
conflicting interests. A volume of political memoirs, closed, but
marked at a certain page with the broad blade of a paper
cutter—shaped from a single ivory tusk, its big gray handle pushing
up the leaves of the book—and beside it, the bolt thrown open, the
flap of the back sight pulled up, was a rifle.

An observer entering could not
say, on the instant, with which of these two interests that one at
the table had been latest taken. Had he gone, however, to the books
beyond him on the wall, he might have fixed in a way the priority
of those interests. The thick volumes on the table were the
political memoirs of the late Duke of Dorset. The newer books
standing in the shelves were exclusively political and historical,
having to do with the government of England, speeches, journals,
essays, memoirs, the first sources of this perplexing and varied
knowledge; while the older, worn volumes, found now and then among
them, were records of big-game shooting, expeditions into little
known lands, works rising to a scientific accuracy on wild beast
stalking, the technic of the rifle, the flight and effect of the
bullet, and all the varied gear of the hunter. It would seem that
the master of this house, having for a time but one consuming
interest in his life, had come now upon a second.

The Duke of Dorset advanced and
extended his hand to the woman standing in the door.

"It is the Marchesa
Soderrelli," he said; "I am delighted."

The words of the man were
formal and courteous, but colored with no visible emotion; a
formula of greeting rather, suited equally to a visitor from the
blue or one coming, with a certain claim upon the interest, from
the nether darkness. The hospitality of the house was presented,
but the emotions of the host retained.

The Marchesa put her gloved
fingers for a moment into the man's hand.

"I hope," she answered, "that I
do not too greatly disturb you."

"On the contrary, Madam,"
replied the Duke, "you do me a distinction." Then he led her to his
chair, and took another at the far end of the table. He indicated
the book, the rifle, with a gesture.

"You find me," he said, "in
council with these conflicting symbols. Permit me to remove
them."

"Pray do not," replied the
Marchesa, smiling; "I attach, like Pompey, a certain value to the
flight of birds. Signs found waiting at the turn of the road affect
me. Those articles have to me a certain premonitory
value."

"They have to me," replied the
Duke, "a highly symbolic value. They are signposts, under which I
have been standing, somewhat like a runaway lad, now on one foot
and now on the other." Then he added, as in formal inquiry, "I
hope, Madam, that the Marquis Soderrelli is quite well."

A cloud swept over the woman's
face. "He is no longer in the world," she said.

The man saw instantly that by
bungling inadvertence he had put his finger on a place that ached.
This dissolute Italian Marquis was finally dead then. And fragments
of pictures flitted for a moment through the background of his
memory. A woman, young, beautiful, but like the spirit of man—after
the figure of Epictetus—chained invisibly to a corpse. He saw the
two, as in a certain twilight, entering the Hotel Dardanelle in
Venice; the two coming forth from some brilliant Viennese café, and
elsewhere in remote Asiatic capitols, always followed by a word,
pitying the tall, proud girl to whom a sardonic destiny had given
such beauty and such fortune. The very obsequious clerks of the
Italian consulate, to which this Marquis was attached, named him
always with a deprecating gesture.

The Duke's demeanor softened
under the appealing misery of these fragments. He blamed the
thoughtless word that had called them up. Still he was glad, as
that abiding sense of justice in every man is glad, when the
oppressor, after long immunity, wears out at last the incredible
patience of heaven. The Marquis had got, then, the wage which he
had been so long earning.

The Duke sought refuge in a
conversation winging to other matters. He touched the steel muzzle
of the rifle lying on the table.

"You will notice," he said,
"that I do not abandon myself wholly to the memoirs of my uncle. I
am going out to Canada to look into the Japanese difficulties that
we seem to have on our hands there. And I hope to get a bit of
big-game shooting. I have been trying to select the proper rifle.
Usually, after tramping about for half a day, one gets a single
shot at his beast, and possibly, not another. He must, therefore,
not only hit the beast with that shot, but he must also bring him
down with it. The problem, then, seems to be to combine the shock,
or killing power, of the old, big, lead bullet with the high
velocity and extreme accuracy of the modern military rifle. With
the Mauser and the Lee-Enfield one can hit his man or his beast at
a great distance, but the shock of the bullet is much less than
that of the old, round, lead one. The military bullet simply drills
a little clean hole which disables the soldier, but does not bring
down the beast, unless it passes accurately through some vital
spot. I have, therefore, selected what I consider to be the best of
these military rifles, the Mannlicher of Austrian make, and by
modifying the bullet, have a weapon with the shock or killing power
of the old 4:50 black powder Express."

The man, talking thus at length
with a definite object, now paused, took a cartridge out of the
drawer of the table, and set it down by the muzzle of the
rifle.

"You will notice," he said,
"that this is the usual military cartridge, but if you look closer
you will see that the nickel case of the bullet has four slits cut
near the end. Those simple slits in the case cause the bullet, when
it strikes, to expand. The scientific explanation is that when the
nose of the projectile meets with resistance, the base of it,
moving faster, pushes forward through this now weakened case and
expands the diameter of the bullet, and so long as this resistance
to the bullet continues, the expansion continues until there is a
great flattened mass of spinning lead."

The Marchesa Soderrelli,
visualizing the terrible effect of such a weapon, could not
suppress a shudder.

"The thing is cruel," she
said.

"On the contrary," replied the
man, "it is humane. With such a bullet the beast is brought down
and killed. Nothing is more cruel than to wound an animal and leave
it to die slowly, or to be the lingering prey of other
beasts."

The Duke of Dorset spun the
cartridge a moment on the table, then he tossed it back into the
drawer.

"I fear," he said, "that I
cannot bring quite the same measure of enthusiasm to the duties of
this new life. The great mountains, the vast wind-scoured Steppes
allure me. I have lived there when I could. I suppose it is this
English blood." Again smiling, he indicated the pile of volumes
beyond him by the bookcase. "But I have, happily, the assistance of
my uncle."

The Marchesa took instant
advantage of this opening.

"You are very fortunate," she
said; "most of us are taken up suddenly by the Genii of
circumstance and set down in an unknown land without a hand to help
us."

The Duke's face returned to its
serious outlines. "I do not believe that," he said; "there is
always aid."

"In theory, yes," replied the
Marchesa, "there is always food, clothing, shelter; but to that one
who is hungry, ragged, cold, it is not always
available."

"The tongue is in one's head,"
answered the Duke; "one can always ask."

"No," said the woman, "one
cannot always ask. It is sometimes easier to starve than to ask for
the loaf lying in the baker's window."

"I have tried starving,"
replied the Duke; "I went for two days hungry in the Bjelowjesha
forest; on the third day I begged a wood chopper for his dinner and
got it. I broke my leg once trying to follow a wounded beast into
one of those inaccessible peaks of the Pusiko. I crawled all that
night down the mountain to the hut of a Cossack, and there I begged
him, literally begged him for his horse. I had nothing; I was a
dirty mass of blood and caked earth; it was pure primal beggary. I
got the horse. The heart in every man, when one finally reaches to
it, is right. In his way, at the bottom of him, one is always
pleased to help. The pride, locking the tongue of the unfortunate,
is false."

"Doubtless," replied the
Marchesa, "in a state of nature, such a thing is easy. But I do not
mean that. I mean the humiliation, the distress, of that one forced
by circumstance to appeal to an equal or a superior for aid—perhaps
to a proud, arrogant, dominating person in authority."

"I have done that, too,"
replied the Duke, "and I still live. Once in India I came upon a
French explorer of a helpless, academic type. He had come into the
East to dig up a buried city, and the English Resident of the
native state would not permit him to go on. He had put his whole
fortune into the preparation for the work, and I found him in
despair. I went to the Resident, a person of no breeding, who
endeavored, like all those of that order, to make up for this
deficiency with insolence. I was ordered to wait on the person's
leisure, to explain in detail the explorer's plan, literally to
petition the creature. It was not pleasant, but in the end I got
it; and I rather believe that this Resident was not, at bottom, the
worst sort, after one got to the real man under his
insolence."

The Marchesa recalled vaguely
some mention of this incident in a continental paper at the
time.

"But," she said, "that was aid
asked for another. That is easy. It is aid asked for oneself that
is crucifixion."

"If," replied the Duke, "any
man had a thing which I desperately needed, I should have the
courage to ask him for it."

A tinge of color flowed up into
the woman's face.

"I thought that, too," she
said, "until I came into your house this morning."

The Duke leaned forward and
rested his elbows on the table.

"Have I acted then, so much
like that English Resid [...]
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