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The Image of Earth
JIM HANECY, the red-headed American, whose doctrine of pitiless efficiency had made him one of the most successful agents and dealers in Chinese objets d'art, stood on the deck of his chartered river boat and bade farewell to Cheng-tu. "About the best clean-up I've ever made!" he reflected. "We've got most of the things taken from the grave of the Emperor Ling Ti; also, we have the whole magnificent collection of Wu Liang the antiquary. We'll clear big money on this—if we safely reach the coast. And Benson—driven him out!" This was true enough. Benson had fled for his life from Cheng-tu. Crooked work was well enough along the coast, but up in the interior of China old-fashioned ethics prevailed. Jim Hanecy was glad that he had seen the last of Benson. He opened and read again the note he had received at the last momentfrom his partner, Toptit, who had gone down-river to secure, if possible, the Image of Earth. "Have secured the Image. Am stopping at the Sen-chi villa near the Pe-lo-chou. Shall wait for you. Pick me up. Toptit." Hanecy called the master of his boat. "Do you know where the Pe-lo-chou is—the beach of white herons?" "Half-way to the Yang-tse, excellency," was the prompt response. This indicated about a hundred miles down the Min-kiang, on which river they were voyaging. "There is a villa near that spot—the Sen-chi villa?" The captain repressed a smile. "I would hardly call it by the polite name of villa," he answered. "The Winning Game House, as its name signifies, is devoted to the pleasure of gambling. There are women also. Once it was a very fine resort for mandarins, but now only unworthy persons frequent it." *⁠*⁠*⁠* HANECY frowned at this. Neither gambling houses nor women would have drawn Toptit there; somehow it did not look right. But since his partner was there, he ordered the captain to stop at the White Heron Beach. Then, observing a great activity of workmen and teams on the shore, outside the Cheng-tu walls, he asked the reason of it. "That is the new landing station, Excellency," said the captain, "for the line of air machines between this place and Shanghai. A mail-and-passenger service." Hanecy remembered, and eyed the dust-clouded work with interest. A company, confined to Chinese merchants, with a capital of nearly a million, had organized this air service fifteen hundred miles above the Yang-tse and Min rivers, from Shanghai on the coast to the great plain of Cheng-tu far inland. "If I'd waited a few weeks," thought Hanecy, "we might have flown to the coast! I wonder where that scoundrel Benson went to? It'd be like him to try and lay me out on the voyage down, and get the whole shipload of loot! I wish he'd try it." It did not occur to Jim Hanecy that Benson, maddened by his repeated defeats, might have thought of this little scheme some time previously. Toptit had secured the Image of Earth—how, does not matter here—and was really at the Winning Game House. This much was true, right enough. The Sen-chi-lou was a disreputable ruin set amid wondrously beautiful surroundings by the river. Once a resort of mandarins, it was now a den of thieving, lechery and murder. Its delicate buildings were filthy and ruinous; its magnificent gardens had been untouched for a score of years. The wide fields beside it, where once the most delicate melons and rare delicacies had been grown, were now knee-deep in uncut grass. The orchard had been cut down for firewood. The place lay in a backwater of the river. Here was a wide beach of white sand where white herons had come in flocks through unknown centuries. A gradual ascent from the beach still bore traces of its wondrous gardening and landscape work; then the buildings themselves, faintly gay with old gilding and lacquer. Still very beautiful, one had to come close to realize that this was in reality a whited sepulcher, where the lowest of rivermen gambled and drank and lusted after abomination. Half a dozen small craft lay tied at the neglected, crazy landing-place. In the main pavilion, whose tattered silken hangings had once witnessed the poetical competitions of mandarins; the keen intellectual pursuits of scholarly men; the gently veiled and refined obscenity of talented courtesans and courtly princes—there was now another scene. Nearly naked coolies guzzled their wine sweatingly; low women exchanged vile jests across the dice; in one corner huddled a yellow body with a knife-hilt protruding from the neck. Over the place hovered a raw, shameless debauchery. Into the main doorway came a white man. This was Benson—rather small, smooth-spoken, always deadly cool—Benson, whose affiliations with the tongs of thieves and river folk brought into his hands many stolen, beautiful things. Although he had fled for his life from Cheng-tu, Benson had not fled far before finding friends and a haven. *⁠*⁠*⁠* AT sight of Benson there fell silence on the pavilion. All gazed furiously at him. There were more than a dozen men in the place. Their leader, a brawny and scarred pilot of the gorges named Shwang, came to his feet and spoke with some respect. Benson silenced him with a gesture, and spoke fluently in the local dialect. "The river is being watched for the approach of any boat from the north?" "Nine eyes watch, my father." "Nine eyes?" Benson frowned a little. "You mean——" "Tu, the one-eyed, and four others, my father." Benson smiled, and there was a chorus of ribald laughter that quavered up to the broken roof. With a gesture of dismissal, Benson turned and left the pavilion. He approached a small summer-house in the center of the garden. Across the entrance was sprawled a naked man, asleep. Benson stirred him with his foot. The naked one leaped up and a knife flamed in the sunlight. At Benson's smile, the knife fell and the man stood back with an ashamed murmur. Benson went into the little house. There was but one room, circular in shape. In the center arose a carved pillar of nanmu wood, thick and substantial. A graver's inscription that it had been cut and carved in the third year of the reign of Kang-hsi, yet it still filled the room with a subtly aromatic sweetness. Tied to this carven pillar with a knotted cord of silk was Toptit. True, he was not particularly happy, but he was quite at his ease to all appearances. Toptit, who was a poet as well as a dealer in antiques, was rather deceptive in looks; one of his strong points, this. He was a gangling, awkward Yankee, always quite innocent about the eyes, and unconquerably cheerful. Most people—including Benson—took him for a fool who had a fool's luck. Those who, upon this assumption, undertook to rook Toptit either revised their opinions ruefully or else enjoyed their six feet of earth in silence. Benson was the first man who had managed to "get" Toptit—which speaks well for Benson's ability. There were reasons for Toptit's being lashed to the carven pillar; for his wrists being bound in front of him until the flesh-biting silk had turned the hands swollen purple; for his ankles being bound likewise. Shwang the river pilot, had lost four men before he captured Toptit—and he had found the American asleep at that. Something of this showed at the dried blood streaked across Toptit's face. "Hullo!" said Benson amiably. "Getting enough to eat?" "Plenty, thanks," said Toptit, in his cheerfully negligent way. "But I'd appreciate a smoke, if you have one to spare." "You bet." Benson produced cheerots. He took one himself, then placed one between Toptit's lips and held a lighted match to each. This done, he seated himself opposite his captive and inspected the latter critically. "Oh, I'm all here," said Toptit. "What's troubling me is, why don't you have me killed?" Benson smiled. "Because I'm expecting Hanecy," he answered. "I wrote him in your name." "Oh!" said Toptit. He gave no sign of the awful chill that swept his spine. "That's good of you! But——" "You see," explained Benson calmly, "you're only an incident, but Hanecy is something else, again. He'll bring all the stuff with him that you and he have collected; I'll take the lot, thanks. Then Hanecy will watch while you're wiped out. The process of wiping out will be slow, and that'll hurt him bad—and I mean to hurt him to the soul before I'm done with him." "You're a hell of a white man," was wrenched from Toptit. Then he forced himself to smile again. "Bet you ten dollars Jim doesn't fall into your trap." Benson merely laughed at this, without response. From his pocket he took a small object and set it on the floor between himself and Toptit. *⁠*⁠*⁠* THIS object was a cylinder of old yellowish Han jade, square on the outside, with the cavity perfectly round. A thick round lip projected about each end of the cylinder. This object had been taken from the tomb of the Emperor Ling Ti, the Eastern Han dynasty, and by Toptit just before his capture. "Why do you call this an Image of Earth?" asked Benton meditatively. "It's the wheel nave of an Imperial jade chariot." "You're wrong," said Toptit. "I'm right," asserted Benson, who usually knew what he was talking about. "Bushell has identified these objects as such, and there's no authority beyond him." "Yes, there is—common sense," said Toptit. "Bushell got his data out of the old classical work the Ku Yu T'u P'u and that was utterly wrong. If you'd kept up with things, you'd know. Laufer has published the matter fully. He's identifies these things as images of the deity earth. This is the forty-seventh specimen known to be in existence." "On what grounds?" Benson spoke as calmly as though discussing the matter in some drawing-room, and Toptit met his manner with equal phlegm. "He's identified them with the t'sung mentioned in the chronicles of the Chou dynasty as images of the deity Earth. The shuo Wen calls the t'sung 'an auspicious jade resembling a wheel nave.' There's the root of the mistake——" "But an Image of Earth is said to have eight sides!" broke in Benson perplexedly. "It's been figured by Gingell and others as an eight-pointed star——" "All bosh," said Toptit. "Look at the the thing, there—you'll find four corners at each end of the cylinder! There are your eight angles; just as the Chinese call a rectangular block octagonal—because it has eight corners or angles. The shape is the common symbol of Earth. Look the thing up for yourself and you'll find I'm right." "Very likely," said Benson, "Very likely." He stared at the object with reflective eyes, for the moment quite absorbed in it. A shrill scream came suddenly from outside—a scream wrenched from the very soul of a man. Benson leaped to his feet, thrust the jade into his pocket and was gone. Toptit, left alone in the room, bowed his head, the cigar in his mouth. Then he realized the utter futility of his half-formed plan. He might burn through the cord about his wrists; but before he could do this he must burn through the cord about his waist. Before this the cord about his shoulders. Impossible! He spat out the cigar, half in hopes that it might set the floor afire. But it only smoldered there on the floor, and the thin line of blue smoke became thinner, thinned down into nothing. Outside Benson had found the guard prostrate on the earth in terrible fright. The man had some tale of a monstrous bird that had swooped down close above his head, all but seizing him; a bird the size of a house. Benson swore at the fool. The thought of an airplane did occur to him, but he
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