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Chapter 1
SKEEL, the mild eyed young expert of the Amalgamated Wireless, began to realize that he was going to be late. And the thought of being late at this, his first official dinner in Washington, made him desperate. He took a deep breath, thrust a determined thumb knuckle down between his Adam's apple and the starched linen that abraded it, and, throwing back his head, raised his elbows outward and upward, until his whole attitude was strangely like that of a gosling essaying its first aerial flight. He remembered, as he continued to struggle with that refractory collar, that he had been calm enough down in the huge banqueting hall. But that was different; for there he had work to do, and he was more at home adjusting pilot lamps and audions and pancake svntonizers than fitting evening dress to his own sedentary limbs. Yet the thought of it all had thrilled him a little, as he worked side by side with Lieutenant Verdu of the Signal Corps, concealing his microphone wires under the smilax draped table; for later in the evening the Chief of Staff of the War Department and six flag officers of the navy and the President of the United States himself were all to sit there and receive auricular proof of the Skeel improvement on radiotelephony apparatus for active service. And Skeel himself, as the operator at the Washington city navy yard sent his experimental messages arrowing across the night into those august ears, was to speak a few words in explanation of his new instrument. And when the flashlight was taken Skeel would be there at the speakers' table, cheek by jowl with the great men of his country. But the mild eyed young electrician had been held up on the hotel roof with his balky antennæ, and Burchard and the two De Forest delegates had already dressed and made their way down to the crowded and buzzing banqueting hall. So, as Skeel stood there before the mirror, struggling forlornly with his overstiff linen, a fine perspiration began to bathe his body. He was getting hot and nervous and defeating his own ends. So he dropped his arms, with a gasp, and crossed to the window and opened it. He stood there letting the cooling night breeze bathe his heated body. He mentally admonished himself to calm down. He stared out through the darkness where Washington, the soul of his country, the center and heart of the land he loved, lay all about him, mysterious and muffled and vaguely intimidating. In the morning, he told himself, he would have time to explore it, to wander idly about those streets and walls and domes that stood so mistily alluring in the equable Southern night. Then he remembered that he still had his collar to button. He took a deep breath and turned back to the tilted mirror at the other side of the room. Still again, in his nervous hurry, he struggled to force the stud top through the uncompromising starched linen. He fretfully wondered why some genius could not invent an elastic collar, one capable of adjusting itself to any manner of neckband. And, as he made a final effort to penetrate that armor plate of cotton harveyized with cooked starch, the collar button itself broke under the strain. Skeel stood looking down at the useless button shank, once more moist with apprehension. It was the final blow! What could he do? How would it end? He was already deplorably late. Of that fact he was only too sure. And he was to sit at the speakers' table, on the dais backed by draped flags. And he would make a pretty sight sidling in, with the dinner half over and his collar ends tied down with a piece of shoelace! It was too much for Skeel's overtried nerves. The sheer ridiculousness of the dilemma exasperated him. His hour of triumph was being eclipsed by a bit of metal no bigger than a dime! His peace of mind was being wrecked on a puny metal collar button. HE suddenly crossed the room and flung open the door. He called fretfully across the corridor to his friend Burchard. But the congestion below stairs seemed to have drawn the last human corpuscle from the upper floors—there came no answer to his call. The place seemed to be deserted. A desolating sense of helplessness crept through the man with the broken collar button. Skeel stood in the doorway for an irresolute moment or two. Then he slipped across the silent corridor and stepped into Burchard's bedroom. Its occupant, as he had expected, was no longer there; but there was a forlorn chance, the intruder felt, that his friend might have left one stray collar button somewhere about the bureau behind him. A feverish search, however, resulted in nothing. And at every step time was being lost, precious time! So Skeel, tiptoeing along the lonely corridor, tried the next door, and then the next. He assured himself, as he examined the dresser tops and the drawers of the third room, that he was still in the region given over to his dinner associates. But he was still without his collar button. So he advanced to yet another door, which he found to be locked, and in his desperation essayed still another. This last door he found unlocked. But he swung it open without hesitation; for the whole thing was now something more than a laughing matter. He noticed, as he stepped inside, that this room was much larger than the others; but he gave neither this nor the ornateness of its furniture one moment's conscious thought. He crossed straight to the wide topped bureau of polished mahogany. His mind by this time was centered on but one thing. As his eye wandered about that crowded bureau top, he gave a sudden little gasp of relief; for there, between a cutglass vaporizer and a manicure set, stood a bone collar button! It was not until he had caught it up in his hand that he became aware of the more luxurious fittings of the room in which he found himself, of the more personal note that seemed to pervade everything about him. He missed that air of transience that marked the humbler chambers he had left behind him. As he stood there, a little intimidated by the shaded globes and cutglass and chased silver shimmering about him, he deliberated whether he should leave a nickel on the bureau top as a more or less humorous compensation for what he was appropriating. Then, as he looked about at the green velour portière covering the halldoor, at the soft toned draperies receding into unbroken shadow, at the scattering of monogramed toilet accessories, he became disturbingly conscious of something distinctly feminine about the place. His startled nostrils could even detect the vaguely residuary aroma of toilet water and orris root. The thought came home to him, in a sort of sickening flash, that he had actually invaded a woman's boudoir! THE next flash of thought brought home to him that he had done an audacious and even a perilous thing. And as he realized this he became equally anxious to realize his escape. He stood there, pondering what might happen if he were seen stepping out through that portière draped door. Then a fear even more determinate took possession of him as the sound of approaching steps fell on his ear. When these steps came to a stop in the hallway without, a shiver of actual terror went careening up and down the intruder's backbone. Some one, Skeel knew, was about to enter that room! Instinctively, and quick as thought, he darted across the muffling carpet to a door that stood half open on his left. He imagined, in his sudden blind panic, that this second door might lead to some second means of egress. He ran for it as a rat runs for its hole. He slid into it, coming up short against a white tiled wall and swinging the door almost shut behind him. He knew, as he did so, that he had only been driven deeper into his trap, that he had merely invaded an unlighted bathroom. He stood there, tingling with humiliation, watching the crack of light in front of him. He waited, with his heart in his mouth, as the outer door was slammed shut and the portière rings once more tinkled along the curtain rod. Then came the sound of steps again, crossing the room to within ten feet of where he stood. Then came the sound of a chair being moved, and then the click of a light-witch, brightening the pencil of luminosity at which he was peering. About Skeel's adventure there was no longer anything laughable. It was now something abhorrent and unexplainable, something calamitous. Here he was, caught and cornered in a stranger's room like a sneak thief! He was in a trap that could lead to nothing but indignity, from which he could imagine no escape! He was in a dilemma from which no amount of explanation could extricate him! He had visions of himself being seized and handed over to the house detective, of being hauled collarless before unsympathetic magistrates, of appearing in the next day's police reports, and of being pointed out, not as the exponent of the improved pancake tuner, but as a hotel thief caught red handed at his nefarious pursuits. SKEEL stood there, clinging to the glass towel bar beside him, wondering what his first possible move would be and how he could make that move. He heard the sudden scratch of a match, the sound of pacing feet again, and then a contemplative and throat clearing cough. Yet the depth and volume of that cough assured Skeel of one thing. His enemy was not a woman! It was a man who had stepped into the room and stood there between him and his freedom. Skeel was further relieved a moment later to sniff the odor of cigarette smoke, of half familiar and heavy smelling smoke, that promptly made him think of New York and its Syrian Quarter; yet He found something tranquilizing and reassuring about this smell, so much so that he shifted his position a little, that he might peer out through the crack of the door into the lighted room. Directly in front of the bureau top where he had stood a minute or two earlier, Skeel saw in profile the figure of a man. It was a tall and massive figure, military looking in its uprightness. And at the moment this figure was calmly and contentedly studying its own reflection in the huge square of bevel plate glass above the bureau top. Skeel, without any touch of this content, also regarded the motionless reflection. He saw the immaculate evening clothes, the upright body, the bearded face, the solidly poised head. He saw too that the intruder was a foreigner, that there was something unmistakably Slavlike in the set of the face, in the contour of the bony-skulled head, in the imposing and studiously cared-for beard. Skeel stood staring at this face, so touched with self sufficiency, so redolent of vanity, that it became some thing obnoxious to the eye. He stood staring at the pink and white of the assiduously manicured skin, at the back-thrust shoulders that made the breast stand out like that of a pouter pigeon, at the rounded and polished dome of the skull where the attrition of time was perversely visible. On the sides of this skull, Skeel could see, the hair had grown incredibly long, and had then been brushed in thin, straight lines across the arching dome, which in the bare spots shone as though it had been polished and oiled. He noticed that the white, full, bulging forehead also shone, like metal scrupulously polished, in the cross-light from the two electrics that flanked the mirror
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