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Chapter 95 

SO NEAR AND YET SO FAR! 

\ 

ERY few of us have ever witnessed scores of 
| people at the mercy of fiercely raging ocean 

waves. Those who were fortunate enough 
to be rescued when the memorable “Lusi- 
tania” was sunk during the war, have given 
graphic descriptions through the news- 
papers and to friends. In reading or listen- 
ing to such a description, one can only im- 
agine the horrors which attend such a 

catastrophe. 
Indeed horrible it must be to see human beings in 

the water, clutching frantically at a small piece of 
wreckage. 

Indeed horrible it must be to hear the last des- 
pairing cry. But utterly frightful it must be to watch 
that human being sink from view, never to appear again. 

Every man and woman aboard the ill-fated 
steamer “Cannes”, seemed doomed to such a fate. As 
fast as a boat was lowered into the water, the wild 
waves, fanned into new fury by:a relentless gale, would 
upset it. 

A calamity like this is bad enough when it occurs 
during the day. At night it is infinitely worse. 

The wireless of the “Cannes” had ceased to oper- 
ate. The faithful and brave man at the instrument, lay 
slumped across the little table, overcome by smoke. 

Intermittent sparks no longer lit up the room. In- 
stead there was a steady dull glow caused by the rising 
flames consuming the ship. 
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In spite of the blowing gale, it seemed to take a 

long time for the steamer to burn down to the hull. In 

fact the early morning hours had begun to dawn before 

the hungry waters swallowed up what was left. 

Once more the sea had taken its toll of human 

lives. Here and there a boat, turned upside down, was 

still visible. 
On top of one of them sat two people — a young 

woman and a man. They did not look at one another. 

For both were gazing at the sharks swimming about. 

Those tigerish beasts of the deep did not seem satisfied 

and hungered for more human flesh. 

The sea, now quiet, allowed the boat to drift a- 

bout slowly. As the sun rose in all its splendor, the 

sharks began to disappear. | 

With a sigh of intense relief the young woman 

turned to the man. 

“Oh, thank God!” she muttered with a shudder. 

“No, thank me, my dear child,” the man replied. 

-“Yoy would not be alive if I had not pulled you on top of 

this boat.” 3 

The young woman shuddered again. ' 

“Perhaps — perhaps it would have been better 

for me if I had drowned like those others,” she said, 

turning her pitifully white face away. 

‘That is all the thanks I get from you, Joan,” he 

complained. “And you liked me well enough to call me 

your father. Really, you ought to be ashamed of your- 

self.” 
A strange trick of fate it was indeed that Sidney 

Adler and Joan should be the only survivors of the sad 

and frightful tragedy. 
: 

Perhaps it was stranger still that this man, who 

was responsible for the awful fire, should pe saved. He 

- gurely did not deserve it. 
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“T guess you don’t think so well of me after all 

you have heard,” the scoundrel spoke again after a lit- 

tle pause. 
“How can 1?” Joan answered in an agonized tone. 

‘Do you believe everything you heard, Joan?” 

“Of course, I do,” the latter retorted quickly. 

“Mrs. Ballinger told me her story from the beginning to 

the end. You tricked her the same way as you tried to 

trick me. Only you used different methods. I did not 

think a man could be so vile.” 

Sidney Adler grinned. 
“But suppose Mrs. Ballinger lied to you?” he said. 

“She did not lie to me, Mr. Adler,” came back. 

“And even if this were the case, the letters and docu- 

ments found in your traveling bag convicted you of being 

a — a white slaver. Oh, how could you sell innocent 

young girls into such a life. You are an unspeakable 

beast.” 
“T would not use such harsh language if I were 

you,” he said menacingly. “One slight push would send 

you to the bottom of the ocean. Now you better be sen- 

sible About it.” 
Joan disdained an answer. Ah, how she loathed 

this man. It was horrible that she had to thank him for 

saving her life. 
- “Now let us talk this thing over,” he continued, 

moving a little closer. “I see its no use trying to deny 

what Iam. But what are you going to do about it? We 

are here alone on his damned boat, and the chances are 

we'll be upset, or starve to death. 

“What I want to know is this: what will your 

attitude be toward me in case we are picked up by a pass- 

ing steamer? Are you going to denounce me, or will 

you remain silent about my past?” 

“ll tell the truth!” said Joan with determina- 
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tion. 
“You will, will you?” 
“Yes.” : 

Adler considered this for a moment. There was 

a dangerous glint in his eyes. 

" Way down in his sinful heart he knew that he 

would never allow it to come to this. But he hesitated. 

It would be a shame to shove this wonderfully beautiful 

creature into the water. 3 | 

“You better think that over, Joan,” he warned. 

“In your case it is simply a matter of life and death.” 

“Pll tell the truth about you,” she repeated. 

The brute drew back his arm. From the south a 

ship was approaching with great speed. It was heading 

straight for the boat. 

“You have just one minute to make up your 

mind,” he told her in a low, threatening voice. “Hither 

you promise that you will not breathe a word about me 

to anyone, or you'll follow those others.” | 

“P}] tell the truth,” Joan said for the third time. 

The words had hardly left her lips when she felt 

herself seized from behind. She had not strength 

enough to scream. After a short struggle she slipped 

into the water. 

Then Sidney Adler did a daring thing. He did a 

thing he considered absolutely necessary in the face of 

existing circumstances. | 

He slid off the boat and swam toward the ap- 

proaching steamer with all the speed he could muster. 

It was a well calculated move, for it gave him a chance 

to frame an excuse in case Joan had been seen with him. 

Luckily he was a good swimmer. But when he 

was picked up after a while, he was utterly exhausted. 

The steamer proved to be a private yacht. And 

once more the thing called “Fate” vent its caprice. For 
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the yacht had as passengers two men very much con- 
cerned about Joan. | 

They were Donald Whitney and Stephen Blan- 
chard! 

It is not necessary to recall under what circum- 
stances they left Tunis. But they were now headed for 
New York. | 

Donald Whitney and his loyal friend were stand- 
- ing at the railing when they saw a dark object floating 

directly in the yacht’s path ahead. Both had observed 
the woman, whose figure was partly hidden behind that 
of the man. But neither saw the short struggle after 
which Joan disappeared. 

Sidney Adler was taken to one of the cabins and 
made comfortable. A stiff drink of brandy and a few 
warm blankets served to restore him in a little while. 

“You had a close call, my friend,’ said Donald 
Whitney, who stood beside the cot. “What happened?” 

Adler told the story about the sinking of the 

steamer “Cannes”. He even managed to shed a few tears 
as he related several incidents in connection with the dis- 

astrous fire. 
“Oh, it was frightful — frightful!” he groaned, 

turning his face to the wall. 
“And you are the,only one who escaped alive?” 

Whitney asked. 
“No, there was a woman with me,” the scoundrel 

answered, his face still to the wall. “I was not paying 

much attention to her. When I looked in her direction 

I was horrified to see that she was gone. I guess the poor 

thing fainted and slipped from the boat.” 

. This lying explanation seemed to satisfy Donald. 

Ah, if he only knew that this lone woman had been his 

beloved Joan! 
“Well, I guess you’ll be alright now, Mr.——” he 
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hesitated. 
“Adler is my name,” the other replied, obviously 

relieved that his story had found-eredit. “Sidney Adler. 

I was on my way to Hamburg.” | 

“Hamburg, eh?” repeated the American banker. 

“That makes it rather inconvenient for you, Mr. Adler. 

We are bound for New York. We can put you ashore at 

Gibraltar if you like. From there you can proceed by 

rail through Spain and France.” 

| Adler thought this over for a long moment. But 

this was really not necessary. His decision had been 

made. 
“After my dreadful experience I'll be glad to 

travel by rail,” he declared finally. “But you must let 

me thank you for what you have done for me, sir. You 

saved my life.” | 
“You owe me no gratitude, Mr. Adler,” the other 

‘. gmiled. “I only did my duty.” 

The scoundrel feigned sleepiness very well. Don- 

ald Whitney left the room and closed the door softly be- 

hind him. | | 

But the moment he was out of sight, Adler sat up. 3 

This was almost too good to be true. He was alive and 

safe. All those who might have endangered his future 

lay dead at the bottom of the sea. 

He had no regrets. Men of his type rarely have. 

And a man who deliberately sells a human soul into 

bondage is fit for anything. 

What mattered it if hundreds of lives had to be 

sacrificed. It had to be done in order to save himself. 

It seemed indeed as if the evil one had a hand in 

protecting this beast of a man. 

“T am sorry I had to lose that girl,” he murmured 

ruefully. “She sure was a beauty and she would no 

doubt have brought a good price. But so far as I am 
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concerned, she is better off where she is now. The sharks 
will get a tender morsel when they tackle her.” 

When he laid down again and tried to close his 
eyes, he found sleep out of thé question. 

Presently the door opened and a sailor came in 
carrying several articles of clothing. Adler pretended 
to be asleep. But once more alone, he jumped up and 
began to dress. 

2 According to his reckoning they must reach Gib- 
raltar in a few hours. And he wanted to be prepared to 
go ashore at once. 

The impregnable stronghold of the British was 
reached in an hour. Sidney Adler, smiling serenely, 
watched as several sailors adjusted the gangplank. Af- 
ter thanking Whitney once more, the scoundrel went 
ashore. | | 

“I don’t know who that fellow really is,” Stephen 
Blanchard, who had joined Donald, said to the latter. “I 

didn’t like his face the first time I looked at him. I am > 
not quite sure, but I imagine I heard his name before. 
Unless I am much mistaken a Sidney Adler was once 
arrested in Paris for white slavery.” 
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Chapter 96 

IN NEW YORK 

ANY STRANGE things happen in life. 

Some of them can never be explained. And 

it seems that a higher power must take a 

hand sometimes. Surely no human hand 

was instrumental in keeping Joan from 

finding a watery grave in the ocean after 

- ghe had been shoved off the boat with mur- 

derous intent. And she thought her last 

~ hour had come.. 

But the power that directs human destinies 

thought otherwise. Joan felt herself going down—down. 

As she held her breath she could hear the rushing of the 

water. Then she was propelled upward with almost the 

same speed. | 

By the time she reached the surface she had pres- 

ence of mind enough to grasp the edge of the upturned 

boat. 
In this manner she was able to keep her head 

above water. Unfortunately the raised bottom of the 

boat was between her and the yacht. 

When, after a lengthy effort, she finally succeeded 

in drawing herself to a place of safety, the yacht was 

speeding away. ‘ 

Joan, bitterly disappointed, saw how useless it 

would be to call out. But even her perilous position had 

its advantages. At least she was rid of Sidney Adler. 

What became of him was of little concern to her now. 

With an ironical smile she watched the vessel 

grow smaller and smaller in the distance. At last it dis- 
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appeared from view entirely. | 
Then followed hours of dreadful waiting. Unles 

she was picked up by a passing steamer before nightfall, 
she would be lost. For the thought of spending another 
twenty-four hours on the upturned boat sent a cold chill 
through her. 

So long as the ocean remained quiet and peaceful, 
she was camparatively safe. But if the wind should hap- 
pen to rise and again lash the waves into new fury, she 
was lost — utterly lost. 

The sun rose majestically. It was a beautiful sight 
to behold. But before long the heat became oppressive. 

Joan’s thirst became unbearable. Once she reached 
out and wet her finger tips with the salty water. The 
taste of it nauseated her. . 

“God help me!” she began to pray. “I don’t want 
to die!” 

, It was the pitiful cry of youth fighting against the 
all too apparent inevitable. 

By noon the poor girl was not able to sit in an 
upright position. The fierce rays of the sun were burn- 
ing her up. Her tongue portruded with famished agony. 
The physical tortures she endured began to affect her 
mind. Again it became an absolute blank. 

She could not even remember what had happened 
to her that early morning. 

“Water — water!” she wailed feebly, then closed 
her eyes. 

And then, when it seemed that her half uncon- 
scious form must slide down the side of the boat, a thin 
line of smoke became visible on the distant horizon. It 
grew and grew until at last a large steamer hove into 
view. 

Joan did not notice that the rescuing angel was 
on the way. She was too weak and exhausted to open 
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her eyes. 
The ship approaching with ever increasing speed 

happened to be the American Liner “New England”, on 

the way from Constantinople to New York. Captain 

William Austin was standing on the bridge with a pair 

of binoculars pressed to his eyes. 
“There is a woman lying on top of the upturned 

boat,” he said to the first lieutenant standing beside him. 

“T hope we’ll reach her before she slips off.” 

Running over to the telephone he bellowed a 

quick order down to the engine room. 

The “New England”, responding instantly to 

more steam pressure, cleft the water with increasing 

speed. Then came the signal to stop. A fast motor boat 

was lowered, which fairly flew toward the lone figure out 

there. 3 

What happened in between, Joan could not re- 

member, but when she opened her eyes, she lay on a clean 

white bed. 
Something cool was trickling down her throat, 

and a gentle hand, cool and soothing, lay on her fore- 

head. With the smile of an innocent, grateful child, she 

gazed into the kindly eyes above her. 

“Are you feeling better?” asked the pleasing voice 

of the ship’s physician. | 
“Oh, I am so thirsty,” the girl complained in a 

whisper. “AndIam so tired. Won't you get mea drink 

and let me sleep?” 
Water, and plenty of it, was handy. Joan drank 

her fill, then dropped back upon the pillow. In a few 

minutes she was sleeping soundly. Just then the captain 

came in. 
“Well, how is our patient?” he cried. 

“Hush.” The physician raised a warning finger 

to his lips. “She is asleep. She'll pull through all right, 
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I believe.” | 
_ Captain Austin and the doctor left the room 

quietly Arm in arm they traversed the deck, engaged 
in an earnest conversation. They both agreed that the 
girl must be a survivor of the ill-fated “Cannes”, which 
had been reported to be sinking. 

“T am afraid the poor girl’s mind is affected,” the 
physician declared. 

“How could you tell that?” inquired the captain. 
“By the vacant stare in her eyes,” the other re- 

| torted. “But, of course,” he added, “I may be mistaken. 
I’ll be able to tell more about her mental condition after 
I have had a chat with her.” ‘ 

But the good doctor was not mistaken. His 
lengthy talk with Joan the following morning bore out 
his first statement. 

While, in voicing her deep gratefulness and appre- 
ciation for having been saved seemed to indicate that the 
girl’s mind was normal, she could not remember a thing 
of the past. | 

All she knew was that her name was Joan, and 
that she had been in some terrible danger. 

“What will we do with her?” the physician in- 
quired of Captain Austin afterward. “It would be a 
shame to turn her over to the probate court in New York. 
You know what that means.” 

“You bet, I do,” replied the captain. ‘The poor 

thing wil be sent to an insane asylum, and that'll be the 
last of her.” 

“TI don’t believe I ever saw a more beautiful young 
woman in all my life,” said the doctor. ‘And she seems 
such a tractable, sweet child. If I were in a position to 
do so, I’d take care of her myself for a while. The 
chances are she might be cured with kind treatment and 
amid the proper surroundings.” 
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Captain Austin remained in deep thought for 

quite a while. Then his face cleared up and shone. 

“You have given me an idea, doctor,” he cried. “I 

will take the girl home with me. I think I can persuade 

my wife to take her in. It would be inhuman to turn her 

over to strangers.” 
From that day on Captain William Austin man- 

aged to spend an hour or so every afternoon with Joan. 

Captain Austin was a hardy sailor of the old 

school, a man of fine character, genial and kind. When 

studying his not unhandsome features, one would never 

guess that he was past fifty. 
Physically and mentally he could hold his own 

easily with a much younger man. 

But way down in his generous soul, he felt just 

a little uneasy in the matter concerning Joan. 

He was not at all sure that his wife, fifteen years 

younger than himself, would welcome this extremely 

lovely girl into the household. “Birdie” as he fondly 

called her, was very much set in her ways. And she was 

somewhat of a beauty herself. 

By the time the “New England” was reaching the 

end of the journey, the captain and Joan had become the 

best of friends. He had won her complete confidence and 

she, in turn for his interest in her future welfare, liked 

him immensely. 

Something told Joan that she had found a friend 

upon whom she could rely—a man whom she could trust. 

She gladly accepted his offer of becoming a member of 

his household. 

And so, finally, the steamer docked in New York. 

Captain Austin did not expect to go out to sea 

‘again for about two months, having applied for leave of 

absence. He felt that he deserved a long holiday. 

‘Ashe left the ship, with Joan hanging on his arm, 
; 
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he might easily have been taken for her father. She 
smiled serenely — confidently up into his kindly eyes. 
And he seemed glad and proud. 

“T am just a little afraid,” Joan said, as they were 
wisked away in a taxi, “that Mrs. Austin will not like 
the idea of you bringing a stranger into her house. It 

would hurt me terribly if I should become the cause of 
any disagreement with her.” 

‘The captain laughed. 
“Don’t you worry about that, my dear child,” he 

answered. “My wife won’t object. On the contrary, I 
believe that she’ll be glad to have a companion like you.” 

“Oh, I hope so,” breathed Joan fervently. 
“Birdie—that my wife’s name, is a little peculiar 

in some ways,” Captain Austin went on. “She never 

wanted any servants. Her excuse for this was that most 

of them are dishonest. I don’t know whether that is 

true or not. Few women turn thieves if they have a good ‘ 

place. 
“She is a great little woman, that wife of mine,” 

he added, his eyes beaming with anticipation. “And I 

love her dearly. I was really lucky to get her. Birdie 

had admirers by the score. When I asked her to marry 

me, I expected to be refused. Few girls care to be tied 

to a man who is away from home so much. I have tried 

to make her as happy as I can.” 
The taxi proceeded rapidly toward the Bronx and 

finally stopped in front of a house which lay perhaps a 

hundred feet away from the street. 
On either side it was flanked by large shade trees. 

Shrubbery and flower beds adorned the spacious lawn. 

Joan imagined she had seen a house like this before. Its 

colonial style and broad veranda with heavy pillars, re- 
minded her of—what? 

No matter how hard she strove to recall some- 
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thing of the past, she failed utterly. 
Captain William Austin took a latch-key from his 

pocket and opened the door. Evidently his wife had not 

heard him or was not at home. For the house was as 

quiet as the grave. 
“Birdie!”’ he called lustily “Birdie, where are 

you?” 
From upstairs came what sounded like a little 

cry of surprise. This was followed by the quick shuffling 

of feet. Had Captain Austin been a suspicious man he 

would surely have wondered why it took his wife so long 

to come down. 
“Birdie!” he called again. 

“Alright, I am-coming,” was the answering cry in 

a voice not altogether pleasant. ‘“Can’t you wait just a 

minute?” 
This seemed rather unnatural for a young mar- 

ried woman who had not seen her husband for several 

months. One might expect that she would rush down- 

stairs and fly into her husband’s arms the instant she 

knew of his return home. 

While the captain stood talking to Joan, trying 

to allay her fears as to what kind of a reception she 

would get from Mrs. Austin, the latter, pale and excited, 

was hurrying a man down the rear stairs. 
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Chapter 97 

BIRDIE AUSTIN 

N ORDER to give the reader a glimpse at 
Birdie Austin’s character, we must go back 
three years. Captain William Austin was 
then living with a married sister, whose 
husband had the reputation of being a 
rounder. He knew something of his sister’s 
married unhappiness and he tried very 
hard to make her forget her troubles. 

3 But this unhappy woman, aware of her 
husband’s misconduct with other women, refused to be 
comforted.. Finally the captain decided to take his 
brother-in-law to task. 

The result, however, was far from being satis- 
factory. The erring husband laughed at being preached 
too in this manner. He took the stand that he had a per- 
fect right to enjoy life so long as he was not hurting 
anyone. 

He took refuge behind the statement that he pro- 
vided his wife with every comfort; that he granted her 
every whim so far as expensive clothes and other things 
were concerned. He had even bought her a ear for her 

own use. 
“I like pretty girls,” he confessed with amazing 

frankness. “And you would, too, if you knew them as 
I do, William. What do you get out of your life?” he 
went on. “Most of it is spent at sea. The few weeks you 
are home you shut yourself up like a hermit. Why not 
live and let live? Come out with me some night and I’ll 
show you something.” 
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And then, finally, when Captain Austin enjoyed a 

month’s leave of absence, he allowed himself to be per- 

- guaded to visit a cabaret with his brother-in-law. 

It was a wonderful place. Austin had never seen 

anything like it. 
The profusion of tropical plants, fragrant 

flowers, the dazzling crowd of fashionable dressed men 

and women, the soft music and the flirtations carried on 

under his very nose, made his head reel. 

His brother-in-law was apparently busily engaged 

in talking to a few friends across the table. Austin sud- 

denly noticed a couple as they seated themselves a little 

distance away. 
He had never seen a woman so lovely with such 

an ugly man. 
She had a pair of wonderful dark eyes, with long 

lashes and an expression of wistful melancholy. Her 

mouth he considered perfect. Its full lines were sensu- 

ous in their beauty. Her dark hair was caught in a knot 

at the nape of her neck. 

The man who was her companion, Captain Austin 

hated at first sight. He was bald, fat and old. He had 

a deeply lined face and pounches under his eyes. His 

fingers reminded one of the claws of an eagle. | 

To all appearances he was a very rich man, which 

no doubt counted for a good deal with the Wonder Girl. 

Austin had given her that name at first sight, be- 

cause he saw in’ her the most wonderful woman of his 

life. The effect she had on him was remarkable. 

He did not go with his brother-in-law as the lat- 

ter left, but remained seated where he was. | 

His one thought was to be near the girl whose 

peculiar charm had instantly and completely enslaved 

him. 
Austin’s brother-in-law, with his friends, and the 
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last one to pass out of sight, turned and looked back. 
There was a strange expression on his face. His glance 
met. that of the woman for an instant and the merest 
shadow of a smile curled her lip. 

A careful observer might have noticed the sign 
he gave her. Then he smiled to himself and disappeared. 

Captain Austin waited until he saw the Wonder 
Girl preparing to go. Then he rose also and followed 
her from the roof garden to the street. 

Here the ugly old man approached an expensive 
limousine standing at the curb and assisted the girl into 
it. 

Almost unconsciously Austin had come close 
enough to touch her. Once he met her eyes for a second 
but she put no meaning into the glance she gave him. 

He heard the old man give the chauffeur some 
directions. He was to drive to another cabaret up-town. 

Captain Austin engaged a taxi and followed them. 
Somehow he felt that he must not be separated from the 
Wonder Girl. It was a strange thing to do, yet he could 
not explain his reasons even to himself. | 

In the cabaret, one of the most exclusive, he found 
her seated in a box. He kept his eyes fixed on her. 
eould see and think about nothing but her. When the 
old man left her side for a short time, she looked about 

and their eyes clashed again. 
A momentary smile played about her lips and her 

shy nod was that of half recognition. 
The curtain rose upon a scene that was wonderful. 

A bevy of young girls dressed like Arabian dancers stood 
lined up directly in front of the footlights. 

The music struck up some weird air and they be- 
gan to dance. 

For only a few brief minutes had Captain Austin 

been watching them. When he looked in the direction 
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of the box he found to his chagrin that the Wonder Girl 

had left with the ugly old man. 
He rose hurriedly and ran around to the rear 

passage which led to the box they had occupied. Here 

he encountered a waiter. 
Austin stopped him. 
‘Do you know the name of the lady who just left 

with that old man?” he inquired breathlessly. 
The waiter answered readily. 

“That was Miss Mortimer, sir. She comes here 

quite often.” 
“Then the man with her was not her husband?” 

“No, sir. Miss Mortimer is not married.” 

There was no further information to be had be- 

eause the waiter was unable to furnish it. He was not a 

bit happy when he started for home. He had lost track 

of the Wonder Girl. 
The following night he went to the dub alone. He 

was not in a very good frame of mind. 

“What is the matter, old chap?” one of his lately 

acquired friends asked. 
“T saw the most beautiful girl last night, and I 

am determined to know her, but I have not the least idea 

how to go about it,”’ said Austin in a dejected tone. 

‘Don’t you know her name?” the other ques- 

tioned him. 
“She calls herself Miss Mortimer. That is all I 

could find out from a waiter.” 
“Miss Mortimer?” 
coe?’ | 

“You had better stay away from her,” was the 

advise. 
“Why?” 

“Because she will not bring you any sort of hap- 

piness,” came back without a moment’s hesitation. mat 
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know more than one man who ruined ‘himself financially 
on her account. Take my advise and steer clear of her.” 

Captain Austin was far from satisfied. 
He was so inflamed with the desire to meet this 

Wonder Girl that he paid no heed. 
He did not remain long at the club, but went back 

to the cabaret where he had seen her last with the ugly 
oldman. The first thing he saw was her dining with the 
same escort. | | 

Taking a seat in the adjoining box he kept his 
eyes glued on her. Austin had the impression that she 
was purposely avoiding his stare. 

Presently the old man rose and left the box. 
Austin at once went to her side. She gave him a peculiar 
glance, then smiled. 

“Pardon this unseeming intrusion,” he said in an 
apologetic tone. “My name is Austin—Captain William 
Austin. I would very much like to know you, providing 
there are no objections on your part.” 

“T am Birdie Mortimer,” she replied, her soft 
cheeks dimpling. 

“T already know your name,” Austin murmured, 
blushing like a school boy. 

“Ah, you do?” She looked him over critically that 
smile still very much in evidence. ‘May I ask why you 
are so interested in me, Captain Austin?” 

“Really — I don’t know,” the latter stammered 
confusedly, “but won’t you let me see you alone some- 
time?” | 

“You may if you wish,” she said in a low voice. 
“T dine here alone to-morrow at this hour.” 

“Will you dine with me?” 
His thrilling earnestness kept her smiling. 
‘“T will with pleasure,” she answered and turned 

away. file ss 
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She had timed her movement admirably, for the 

next moment the old man re-appeared. Austin had hardly 

gone back to his box when he saw her rise and leave. 

He half rose from his chair, then sat down again. 
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Chapter 98 

THE SNARE 

APTAIN AUSTIN’S first impulse was to 
follow the Wonder Girl, but discretion held 
him back. She had promised to dine with 
him to-morrow. That was quite enough. 
He remained to see something of the show, 
but his brain was whirling too much for 
that. The singers and dancers did their 
best, but they could not hold his attention 
for a single minute. 

All he could see were the dark eyes of this new 
divinity, regarding him with that half-amused expres- 
sion which inflamed and tantalized him. 

This continued all night. Her presence touched 
his senses, her face filled his dreams. He was awake 
every hour of the night, for he could hardly wait until 
day came. 

He was silent and morose at the breakfast table. 
His sister spoke to him twice but he hardly heard her. 

His brother-in-law sat opposite him smiling. 
“What is the matter, William?” he asked fur- 

tively. 

“Nothing,” was the curt rejoinder. 
His brother-in-law said nothing more, but con- 

tinued to keep an eye on him. 
Austin hurried away to his office without-the usual 

formality of saying good-by. He lived through a period 
of agonizing suspense that day. At the appointed hour 
he was at the cabaret, immaculately dressed. 

The Wonder Girl arrived a minute later, She 
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greeted him like an old friend. She was quite self- 

possessed. 
His recollections of that dinner were somewhat 

confused afterwards. To be so near the Wonder Girl 

proved too much for his self-control. 

He longed each moment to take her into his arms 

and cover her lovely face with kisses. 
As he could not do this, it was a pleasure to follow 

her lead in the conversation, with the result that before 

they reached the dessert, Miss Mortimer knew all there 

was to be learned about the private life of William Aus- 

tin, his business and prospects. 
While they sipped their coffee he asked her if she 

would like to go to see some play or to the opera. 

Her answer was what always stood out most 

prominently in his memory of that evening. 

“T’ll go to the show if you like,” she said in her 

usual low and musical voice. “But why not come to my 

flat and have something worth while to drink.” 

Austin said he would be delighted. But-it was 

a colorless expression when applied to his actual feelings. 

He found her flat to be very luxurious. 

A servant admitted them. Another servant served 

the drinks in the cozy sitting room. The shaded lamp 

east a soft red glow. Captain Austin felt as though he 

had unwittingly strayed into fairyland. 

And the fairy princess, the Wonder Girl, was talk- 

ing to him in her musical voice. She had wit and a keen 

sense of humor as she related one anecdote after another. 

The hours flew by uncounted, while Austin sat 

there conscious only of her presence. 

Suddenly there came a stir in the flat and the 

sound of men’s voices and then a tap on the door. A man 

entered the room without being asked to come in. 

He walked straight up to the girl’s chair and then 
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patted her on the cheek. 
“How are you, Birdie, old girl?” he asked -with 

easy familiarity. 
With considerable effort Austin managed to hide 

his anger. , | 
‘For about fifteen minutes the newcomer talked to 

the Wonder Girl without looking once at Austin. And 
he talked as one man might talk to another. 

The longer Austin listened the more indignant he 
grew. Every moment he expected his beautiful hostess 
to protest against the remarks the other was making. 

The expression of her face old plainly that she 
was displeased. 

But no protest ever came. Birdie Mortimer re- 
tained complete self-control and showed no surprise at 
the man’s daring sallies. 

Indeed, she proved more than his equal at 
repartee, without herself saying anything that might be 
construed in an unfavorable light. While all this was 

going on, Austin’s admiration constantly increased. 
He saw that she was gradually losing patience 

with the man. He talked less and finally seemed to be 
growing angry. | 

Into the eyes of the Wonder Girl had come a dan- 
gerous glint. 

“I suppose you are quite pleased with yourself,” 
she said. | 

“What do you mean by that,” the man replied a 
little harshly. 

“Exactly what I say,” she retorted quickly. “I 
hope you are pleased with your efforts to discredit me in 
the eyes of this gentleman here by talking the way you 
did.” 

They had both risen to their feet. 
The man made an attempt to speak again, but her 

—— 
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finger was pointed in the direction of the door. 
“That will do,” she said icily. “I would rather not 

hear another word. Good-night.” 

The man left with a dark scowl on his face 
At the door he turned. 
“I see you have him securely in your power,” he 

glowered. “I am sorry for him. But you are not play- 
ing the game square. No doubt you are up to some of 
your old tricks again.” 

After the door closed behind him the girl fell back 
into her chair. | | 

For a long moment silence prevailed. 
Then suddenly Captain Austin noticed that she 

wascrying. The tears were trickling down her face, He 
jumped up and knelt beside her. 

“Please don’t be offended at what that fellow just 
said,” he soothed “I was hoping you would give me the 
right to throw him out. I would have liked to give him a 
good thrashing.” 

Her hand had strayed upward and rested on his 
head. 

“T thank you,” she whispered, “but it is better so.” 
She was crying again and very softly. 
“I would rather not talk any more to-night,” she 

told him after another silence. . | 
Austin rose to his feet quickly. 
“Then I’ll go, of course. But when shall I see you 

again, Miss Mortimer?” 
“Do you want to see me again?” she asked with- 

out looking at him. 
“You know I do,” he answered fervently. “When? 

To-morrow?” 
“Yes, to-morrow, Captain Austin. Will you come 

here and dine with me?” 
_ “Ah, I should love to.” 
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“Very well. Good night.” She waited until he 
stood at the door, then added: “Come at this hour.” 

“T will.” Austin opened the door and disappeared. 
He went home walking on air. He was madly in 

love with this woman. And he had not the least sus- A 
picion as to her real character. As a matter of fact he 
had never given that a single thought. 

The following night he returned promptly at the 
hour set. 

The lamp on the little round table in the center 
of the room had a pink shade, otherwise the apartment 
was unlighted. Dinner was served quickly by a neat 
French maid. 

Captain Austin thought he had never seen his 
Wonder Girl looking so lovely as she did to-night against 
the very appropriate setting of her own apartment. : 

She wore a deliciously clinging gown of black silk. | 
She was in a delightful mood, witty and demure by turns. : 

When she spoke she regarded him with childish 
eyes which made him catch his breath for the very joy 
of being so near to her. 

They went into her little cozy boudoir after din- 
ner. Austin had been waiting for this. His one fear 
was that they might again be interrupted. 

However, no one came to disturb them. The room 
was very quiet. For Austin it held an atmosphere of 
delicious repose. | 

The sound of traffic below in the street came to 
him like the drone of some great machine and soothed his 

senses. 
The Wonder Girl looked like some lovely picture 

as she sat there in the depths of her big chair, with her 
dark hair against the cushion of brilliant red. 

A lover could hardly have chosen time, place or 
atmosphere more suitable for the pleading of his cause. 
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She seemed to be in a dream. 
“A penny for your thoughts,” he said. 
She turned her eyes to him, and a slow smile 

touched her lips. 
“What were you thinking of?” he inquired, smil- 

ing, too. 
“I was thinking of you,” she replied. 
“What were you thinking about me, Miss Mor- 

timer?” | 
“Oh, lots of funny things I can’t tell you.” 
He uttered a low laugh, then remarked: 
“And I was thinking of you.” 
“What were you thinking about me?” she in- 

quired, her dark eyes searching his eagerly. 
“It would take a long time to answer that,” he res- 

ponded. “But I am going to tell you some of my thoughts, 
Miss Mortimer. I think you are the most wonderful girl 
in the world. The first time I saw you, I christened you 
the Wonder Girl, and I have thought of you so ever 
since. 

“You are so wonderful to me that I feel that I 
can never do without you again. I am hopelessly in love 
with you. I have never been in love before — of course, 
you don’t believe that, but it is true just the same. Just 
as true as I love you. 

“Some people say it takes weeks or months to fall 
in love, but that is all nonsesnse. I loved you from the 
first moment I laid my eyes on you and I can never love 
anyone else the same way: I know that. Perhaps it is 
wrong of me to say all this, but I had to tell you, no 
matter how hopeless my case may be. 

“You no doubt havea lover. Yes, perhaps you are 
engaged. And even if that is the case, I’ll fight for you. 
All I ask is a fighting chance to win you. Will you give 
it to me?” | 
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Captain Austin broke off, waiting for an answer. 
He felt as if he had waited an hour before she 

spoke. 
~ “No,” she said, “I have no lover and I am not 

engaged to anyone.’ 
Doubt and dismay struggled for mastery in his 

face. 
Involuntarily he threw a glance around the room 

with its expensive furniture and ornaments. 
She watched him with her slow smile. But it was 

rather a wistful smile just then. 
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Chapter 99 

THE CONFESSION ° 

APTAIN WILLIAM AUSTIN looked like a 

bashful, frightened boy as he sat there. He 

loved the girl with a passion that consumed 

him like a devastating fire. The mere 

thought of going through life without her 

made his heart sink. Of course, she had 

other admirers—yes, many of them. Per- 

haps she had had a lover or had one now. 

But what did that matter. Once his wife 

she would belong to him. He would have the right to 

fight her battles and protect her. 7 

And then, as in a dream, Birdie Mortimer’s voice 

came to him. But it was clear and very distinct. 

“T know what you are thinking,” she said very 

quietly, “but it isn’t as bad as all that. You see, I am 

always attended by a chaperon. I would not have asked 

you to come here and take dinner with me otherwise.” 

The smile that lit her eyes now and brought out 

the dimples on either cheek was irresistible. 
His doubts were banished. 

“Of course, I understand,” he murmured. 

He left his chair and knelt beside her. 

“Birdie,” he whispered. “I love you. Will you 

marry me?” | 

Austin tried to take her hand in his, but she res-. 

trained him with a gentle movement. 

“Sit down again,” she said. “I want to talk to 

you. You don’t understand all about me as yet, and I 

must explain, yes, everything.” 
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Puzzled and again doubtful he resumed his seat. 
For a few minutes there was complete silence be- 

tween them. Then finally she spoke, gazing past him. 
The last vestige of determination to evade the is- 

sue had been swept away. Birdie Mortimer was seeking 
the path of truth. And she meant to tell it without spar- 
ing herself. 

“I am glad you asked me to marry you,” she be- 
gan. “It is the greatest compliment you could have paid 
me. But I am going to refuse your offer because it is 
the greatest compliment I could pay you in return.” 

He raised his hand in protest. | 
“Please, don’t talk like that, Birdie.” 

“Well, I may be foolish, but I am telling you the 
truth, William. Now what do you know about me? Only 
what you guessed judging by my surroundings. And 
you can’t judge by them because I am an adventuress 
and not fit to be the wife of a decent man.” 

Captain Austin turned pale. He trembled. 
“Don’t, please, don’t,” he pleaded. 
“Wait till you have heard all I have to say,” she 

resumed, speaking slowly, yet very distinctly. “You 
think I am in fairly good circumstances. You are all 
wrong. I haven’t a dollar in the world to call my own. 
This furniture was brought on the installment plan. __ 

“And it is only a matter of a few days when it 
will be taken away. They may come within the next 
hour because I have not made a payment for several 
months. 

“The girl you saw waiting on me, is in the employ 
of a detective agency. I asked her to play the part of a 
maid and she entered into the spirit of the thing like a 
good sport. The other servant is a friend of mine in the 
same position as I am myself. 

* “When you first saw me, I was in desperate need 
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of money. I had hoped to raise that through the old 

man you noticed with me. Then I met you and I gave 

him the slip. 
“It was only after I met you that another chance 

of escape occurred to me. I was told, I must not tell you 

by whom, that you were a sea captain recently arrived 

+n New York from a long trip abroad. I was told also 

that you would fall for me if I played the cards well. 

“You did all I expected of you. You proposed to 

me and I could have accepted you without enlightening 

you as to my real character. 

“But I won’t do that. I simply can’t. I feel that 

I must play straight with you. You are so different from 

the other men I have met. I could not cruelly deceive 

you, although it would have been easys enough. 

“You played the gentleman because you could not 

do anything else. You were brought up that way. You 

are still free from the vices of a great city. 

“You asked for nothing that was dishonorable. 

You loved me for myseslf and for myself only. That is 

something I have never before experienced. I was never 

loved by an honest man. Now I am telling you all this 

so that you may thoroughly understand why I refused 

‘to become your wife.” 

As she ceased talking she turned her face from 

him to hide the tears. 

Her throat was working suspiciously. 

“It is my turn to talk now,” said Captain Austin. 

“You have not always led this life. I'll wager my head 

some scoundrel was responsible for it. But there is no 

reason why you shouldn’t get away from this sort of 

thing. It is true, | am a sea captain, and I thank God 

for that. But I expect to stay here for a while and I still 

want to marry you, Birdie.” 
Continued in next number 
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