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The Treasure Box
WE had just got back to Manila after a three-weeks' cruise to the southward, and for the first time since we had been trading around the islands had made a "broken trip"; that is, the net receipts had not covered the running expenses. Knapp and Boles, who owned the schooner, ware fairly disgusted, but, as far as I was concerned, the trip had been a great success. This was due to the fact that one evening while becalmed off Dumaguete I had caught on my canvas a certain effect of the short-lived tropic afterglow for which I had been striving in vain for months. There is, near the equator, a certain indescribable effect of clear, starry night creeping over the earth even while it is still daylight, and almost before one has come to realise that the sun has set: not the usual pale-starred, indigo effect of the sky, but a sense of deep, brooding night that is most subtle and peculiarly hard to catch owing to its shortness of duration. On this trip I felt that I had caught it absolutely, and that I had amongst my studies the component parts of a great canvas; a supposition, by the way, that time has substantiated, for it was from these studies that my Academy picture, "Moonrise in the Tropics," was developed. The morning after we got back Knapp and I had gone ashore on our usual tour of inspection, which included a visit to "The Senate," a drive around Malate, tiffin at the Oriente, and the usual Luneta promenade late in the afternoon. We had worked our way along the line as far as the hotel, and were just entering when Knapp gave a sharp tug to my sleeve. I looked around, and there was a sight to be lingered on by one just down from deep waters. An equipage such as one seldom sees in the Philippines was drawing up to the curb. Harnessed to a stylish but diminutive cabriolet were two wicked, spirited, little jet-black stallions, snapping and pawing, and switching their tails. On the box were a coachman and a groom, both Tagals, and resplendent in liveries of white duck, with scarlet facings and silver buttons. Their trousers ended halfway down the bare leg in a broad, scarlet cuff, and they wore white top-hats, with a scarlet cockade. The harness was brass-mounted, and the reins were white. Notwithstanding the brilliance of the setting, our eyes were quickly drawn to the jewel within. Reclining upon cushions of pongee silk was a woman of such audacious beauty that merely to glance at her was like a rebuke. She was of the conspicuous Irish type: the combination of blue-grey eyes, black lashes, and a wavy mass of blue-black hair, with high natural colouring, and one of those superbly conspicuous figures which are a menace to society in any part of the world. To describe her gown would be beyond an artist; it would require a woman, or a society reporter. My tropic sunsets were not a circumstance to it for colour and chromatic variation. It left an impression of Oriental richness and splendour combined with European pattern and design, but no couturière of East or West was equal to the task of holding the eye of the observer to the gown when there was such a pair of eyes above it. The last artistic touch was in the form of a clay-faced little Chinese maid that sat beside her. I was the first to recover, and managed to rouse Knapp. "God-all-sufficiency!" said he, "ain't she a pippin?" The carriage drew up and the lady descended and brushed past us without a glance. We followed her dazedly into the hotel, breathing an atmosphere of ambrosia. Judging such propinquity to be unsettling to Knapp, I drew him into the billiard room. We had been playing but a few minutes when I heard a rustle behind me, and, looking around, I saw to my surprise that the woman was standing by the door, talking to the Spanish manager. As I glanced up I caught her eye, and felt in some way that they were talking about Knapp and me. When she saw that I had noticed her, she turned away and a few minutes later the Spaniard, whom we knew, came in and began to talk to us, telling the latest news, and asking us about our last cruise. As we were about to leave he asked in Spanish: "Where are you lying now?" "Same old place," said I, "over behind the break-water near the Diamante moorings." "Going to be there long?" he asked. "Couple of days," I answered. As we went out we saw him putting the "pippin" into her carriage. She drove off, and the manager came over to where we stood. "Mrs. Hunter asks if you will be so kind as to give this note to Captain Boles when you go aboard," said he. "Certainly," I answered, in surprise—"but who is Mrs. Hunter?" "The lady who just drove away, señor." Knapp looked at me and whistled. "The darn old fox!" he said, then turning to the Spaniard, "Won't one of his partners do, Gomez?" The man shrugged his shoulders. "The señor can see that it is sealed and addressed to el capitan." For all of his force of character, Knapp was as curious as a cat—curious in a silly way, too, about trifling things that were none of his business. "Come on, Brownie," said he, grabbing me by the arm, "let's get out aboard." "You go—if you're in such a hurry to play messenger boy for Boles. I am out for a time of my own!" That straightened him out. When we got aboard that night, I gave Boles the note, and Knapp gave him the particulars, which were more interesting, as the note simply requested him to call on the sender at the hotel the following afternoon. Boles looked puzzled; then so annoyed that Knapp kindly volunteered to take his place. Knowing something of Boles' past, I could understand his reluctance. After a few minutes' thought, however, he thanked Knapp somewhat sarcastically, and said that he would keep the engagement himself. When he returned, two hours later, he wore a peculiar smile which broadened when he caught sight of Knapp's expression of polite and sympathetic interest. Motioning to us to follow him, he walked aft. "Well, boys," he said, "I won't keep you in suspense. Strange as it may seem it was something more potent than old acquaintance or fatal charm which led to this appointment. It's a business proposition, and you can have it just as I got it. "Several months ago there was a certain Volunteer regiment stationed at Mataborong in Mindanao. When they took the place, a lieutenant-man named Durand, in kicking out some loose masonry from the edge of a loophole which had been knocked in the wall of the cathedral, came upon a brass-bound box. He got rid of his men on some pretext, and stowed the box away for the time being. That night he got hold of a canoe and paddled his loot over to an island about a mile off shore, where he buried it, making a careful chart of the surroundings. "Two days later the padre came to him, and, after some preamble, politely accused him of having looted the treasure, which had been hidden in the masonry of the cathedral. Durand, with equal courtesy, politely denied the charge, but asked for a description of the treasure that he might make every effort to recover it. A lengthy discussion brought out the facts that the box contained pearls and gold to the value of many thousand pesos. The pearls, it seems, had come by a series of thefts from our English friends in Sulu, passing in turn through the hands of first the divers, next that Malayan-Chino-Visayan mestizo crook, in Jolo, from whom they were stolen by a trader, who was swindled out of them by the presidente of Mataborong, who is a very superior and enlightened man. The padre, learning of the transaction, relieved the presidente of this dangerous wealth for his soul's health, but without his knowledge. The gold is the result of a joint thievery of even more ancient and venerable dignity, carried on by the padre and the presidente, and ultimately acquired by the former without his partner's knowledge and consent. "The irony of fate sent Durand on a hike with his company the very next day, and before he got back his leg was broken by a Remington, and he was sent up to Manila, where he was in hospital three months. During his convalescence he got a month's furlough, and went up to Yokohama, where he met Mrs. Hunter, to whom, in a moment of folly, he told the story of his loot of the box. They came back to Manila together on the Esmeralda from Hong-Kong, and must have had some little unpleasantness on the way, to judge from her manner in speaking of him. As soon as Durand reported, he was ordered immediately to Calamba, leaving the same day. "Mrs. Hunter, it seems, has in some way got a copy of Durand's chart. She justly claims that the game is a crooked one all the way through; that Durand was the last one to steal the loot, and she in turn proposes to steal it from Durand. She claims, with some ingenuity, that her ethical point is the strongest yet, as all is fair in love and war, which gives her a double claim. However, since Durand is apt to go after the chest at almost any time, she has got to do her part of the stealing pretty quickly, if she is going to do it at all, and as she seems to have heard of us in some way or other, she wants to charter the schooner to go after the loot. I told her that I'd give her an answer this afternoon. Now what d'ye say?" We were silent for fully five minutes, then suddenly Knapp hit the heavy skylight a blow with his fist that made it rattle. The dull look went out of his eyes, and the dark lines at the corners of his mouth deepened. "I don't like it!" he growled; "we've been mixed up in some fairly crooked deals, but so far we haven't done anyone dirt that didn't deserve it. This poor cuss of a lieutenant has stumbled on a pretty little piece of loot; then he had the hard luck to get winged before he could pack it off. This black-eyed lady works the Delilah racket on him, and learns the combination of the safe. She had a nerve, anyway!" He turned to Boles: "What right had she to think that we mightn't get in line and hold her up for the loot?" "She was frank enough about that," said Boles. "She had to take a chance anyway, and I fancy she's no fool. She just sized me up, and then gambled on my not being quite low enough for that. Also she intends to go with us." There came a sudden flash in Knapp's cold grey eyes, and a quick flush glowed under his yellow tan. "She does, hey—she knows her business all right-O! We'd have about thirty cents of that money when she lit the beach again. What did she offer, anyway?" "An even half. Pretty clever—what? And I greatly misdoubt the entire truth of her statements in regard to locality and so forth." "Look here," I suggested, "that lieutenant-man will never get a chance to go down there after his loot, and even if he did it would probably cost him as much as it was worth. Let's make the lady agree to a division into thirds: one to her, one to the boat, and one to the 'luff.' After we
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