
y.yvnl.lBw".g.

LA SHORT STORY IPA(GSE:
nn 7

--J EON MNG Gerald VilUers-Stua- rt
':

again as Ivan Kousienhoff charged Into the room.
Some plaster fell from the wall above, for frightened
men fire high. He had not even the nerve to fire
again at close quarters, but turned to run and fell
senseless from the first blow of Ivan's gigantic fist.

Ivan did not even try to understand the
situation. He caught the bar of pain that was poor
Natalie's arm, and almost with a sigh of relief she
allowed the room to spin as it would and nestled down
Into her bonds.

"Keep her arm high. Ivan, and
get the rope off her wrist If yoa
lower it I'm done for."

Ivan freed Natalie's wrist with
very little difficulty.

"Now, undo these ropes."Then Kousienhoff Issued or-
ders. He was suffering terribly,for several drops had traced theircourse down his cheek like molt-en tears, but his head was clear."Hold up her arm, Ivan. Holdit high."

Kousienhoff released his wife's
inanimate body with his own

J,16 klssed her riht arm;It felt like an icicle. He madeno attempt to revive the girl; hehad work to do of which' hewished her to remain uncon-
scious.

When Natalie opened her
eyes once more the room

"She did not pick such words as
soothe a man's vanity."

KousienhofTs pretty face you will speak fast,since you have had the bad taste to admire It
Oh, I do not think yoi will like to place vitriol
on in stead of kisses the day after your wed-
ding, too. Come, speak, my pretty one. and getIt over."

Natalie turned her head round; her terror-widene- d

eyes looked into those of her beloved.
She was dumbly asking hia permission, for she
knew now that love of country and loyalty to
the brotherhood were as nothing when weighedin the balance against her love. She would hold
out to the last moment, but she would speakbefore one single drop branded that dear face.

Kousienhoff read her mind in the look and
tried to brace her fortitude. With his eyes fixed
steadily on his wife, he spoke to Markovitch.

"My wife knows," he said, in a slow, intense
voice, "that I would endure a worse torture than
your devil's mind has invented before I would
allow her to say one word which she has no
right to say. I am not a coward like you, Mark-
ovitch, and my wife knows it. I would kill my-
self afterwards, and she knows it. I would
curse her, and she knows it."

"All the same she will speak, my dear Kou-
sienhoff. She may know all that, but she will
6peak. Won't you. my pretty Natalie?"

"No! no! I won't speak. Release me. You
have no right to do this. There is no law"

"The law will not be very severe to me, for I
shall have pretty valuable information from
those pretty Hps, and perhaps who knows?
some kisses."

Again that strange sound came from Kouslert-hoff'- s

lips. He was wondering what he wouH
do to Markovitch if he could get free. His tor-
mentor felt a tremor of fear go through him in
his security.

"Perhaps, my pretty Natalie, your Imagina-
tion is not capable of appreciating the sensa-
tions which can be caused by a drop of vitriol;
you did not, I remember, attend the chemistry
classes. It would be kind if I gave you a demon-
stration. He dipped a glass tube into a bottle
under the table, came over to the girl and
touched her left hand with the tube. She scream-
ed at the unexpected agony.

"That is how It. feels, my dear Natalie. That
is only one drop, and there are many drops
above your .beloved Kousienhoff 's head. If you
are not careful you will shake them down on
him as you shook the water from the awning."

"She will not speak," said Kousienhoff, be-

tween his teeth.
Markovitch laughed. "We will see."
Natalie'3 right arm was trembling; already !t

felt numb and detached. At any moment she
knew that she might lose control, but the burn-

ing pain in her left hand helped her to keep her
forces together. She looked at the cheap Ameri-
can clock on the shelf behind her tormentor. It
was half-pas- t five. At six her husband's brother
would come to tea, Ivan, the farmer brother,
who was stronger even than her husband. He

was changed, the furniture was piled against the door,all but the table and a couple of chairs. In one of
those chairs by the table sat Kousienhoff. He sat
where Markovitch had been seated. Markovitch stood
bound beneath the funnel where Kousienhoff had
stood. There had been a slight of the
apparatus because the stopper rope was now fastenedto Markovltch's left wrist He was holding it high in
the air. From his mouth Issued a steady stream of
sound; sometimes It was cursing, but more often he
pleaded for mercy. "I tell you I can hold it up no
more, feels like lead," he cried, and the perspirationran down his face in Btreams.

"Lower your arm my dear Markovitch, if it Is
tired," answered Kousienhoff, using the other's words,
mimicking also his voice. "It only means a few dropsof vitriol running down your cheeks."

"Why play with him?" growled Ivan, "let me kill
him and be done with it" His great hands worked
convulsively.

"He has not asked you yet Ivan," replied Kousien-
hoff, sombrely; "wait until he asks you. It will be
time enough then."

Natalie came up behind her husband and put her
hands on his shoulders. "What is it you mean to do
with him?"

"What he did to us, Natalie, nothing more."
"Ah, but you don't know the torture of It the long

agony, the fear."
"You spoke a name," replied Kousienhoff. and tilted

his head back so that Natalie saw the cruel mark on
his face; grease had been rubbed on the livid lines.
She said nothing, only got the other chair and put It
next to her husband's, then she watched eagerly

'My arm is
falling" I will curse you if you speak. I will hate you. The pain

was such a little thing that She made no answer when the man pleaded with her, Ul maa

i making extravagant promises, 01 money, or immunity oeneatn tne
only looked into his face with cruel, hungry eyes, wait- - flask."set the spider brain ol

Markovitch spinning tt

WOUld come, DUl long ueiuie mat niio wuum
have spoken unless unless he came early, but

likely he would be late. Her husband didit was more
not know his brother was coming, It was to be a sur--

PriiT"such moments the attention becomes idly concen-

trated on some one object Natalie's became fixed on

the clock- - it seemed to be making faces at her while
it ticked 'out "Drip, drip, drip, drip," but the hand3
stood still Sometimes she had to remove her gase
from the clock to look at her right arm. It was the
only way she could tell that she was keeping it up.
It was very numb and yet a thread of pain trembled
through it all down the bone.

At intervals Kousienhoff spoke, always the same
words: "You are wasting your time, Markovitch. My
wife will not speak. Drop the stuff over me and be
done with it."

Always Markovitch made the same answer: "I am
in no hurry, and she will speak."

The hands of the clock, for all its mockery, pointed
to a quarter to six, but in spite of Natalie's efforts the
room began to revolve. Very slowly at first, for all
her will power was concentrated on holding it in its
place, but it was slipping out of her grasp; she looked
at her arm. It was lowered, but too numbed to feel
the weight of the rope. She managed to raise it by
bending her body too late. A drop had fallen on
Kousienhoff's head. By the exercise of superhuman
control he managed to endure the pain in silence. .

is nothing let it drip,' moaned Kousienhoff."
scantlings were screwed iron rings. Above the frame-
work was a projection liie an gallows,
such as you see in Punch, and Judy shows. Fastened to
this projection was a funnel-shape- d porcelain flask; a
light rope connected with the flask came out through
the projection and was carried along the wall, passing
through a small block to the left. It hung down
loosely like the rope on the awning.

Markovitch was seated at a table smoking a cigar
and regarding the contrivance with all the satisfaction
of an inventor. The cigar smoke hung in tiny wreaths
about the dark brown beard which concealed the
weakness of his chin; his small, protruding eye
sparkled venomously with the joy of one who hunts
in safety.

Natalie and Kousienhoff looked disdainfully at the
agent of the secret police. They had not overcome
the old habit of regarding him as the cringing student,
and they had no idea of the meaning of the framework
on the wall.

"Fasten cnem up!" ordered Markovitch.
They did not resist; they knew it was useless, but

had they known the meaning of the framework and
the flask they would have struggled and fought every
inch of the way across the little room. As it was, they
allowed themselves to be fastened to the iron rings;
Kousienhoff on the right below the funnel-shape- d

flask, Natalie to the left, where the rope dangled loose

cruel web; just the pretty fooling
of a loving woman.

They were standing outside the
shop of Oblonski, the dealer in
second-han- d furniture, in a back
street in Moscow, Natalie Erm-hof- f

with Kousienhoff. her be-

trothed, and so intent were they
on examining the contents of the
window and each other's eye3
that they were unconscious of
the presence of Markovitch. of
the secret police.

Before the revolution began
Markovitch had maCe very little
progress in the world. He had
the hunting instinct, but not the
courage to hunt on his cwn ac-(ou-

He did not steal, be-

cause he was afraid of

&. , tic j
'Markovitch tired through the

door."

"Courage, Natalie! courage!" he
6aid between his teeth. Hia voice
revived her for a moment, but after
a little while her arm lowered again,
and this time Markovitch saw the
drop fall.

"You are spoiling his pretty face,
Natalie. Look what you have done
to him."

Natalie turned her agonized eyes
and saw a red line tracing itself on
her husband's cheek. His hands
were drawn up backwards, for he
had nothing to grip.

"I will speak!" she shrieked.
"Take away the rope and I will
speak."

"I will curse you if you speak. I
will hate you. The pain is nothing
let it drip," moaned Kousienhoff.

"It won't stay up! It won't stay
up!" sobbed his wife, "and I can't
torture you. I can't! I can't! You
are more to me than all the others.
No one will blame us when they
know. Take off the rope! Quick!
Take it off!"

"But, no, my dear Natalie, you
would rest your arm; then I must

ing ror me
first drop to
plunge its fall-

ing way down
his cheeks.

At last it
came. "My arm
is failing." yell-
ed the man be-

neath the flask.
The rope came
taut, and one
a f t er another
two drops fell
on Markovitch.
H e shrieked
and raised his
arm once more.
"It burns. It
burns; fire la
trickling down
my cheeks."

Suddenly one
of the shrieks
ended in a
laugh and
Markov itch,
twisting his
head, snapped
at one of the
drops as a dog
snaps at a fly.
Then he laugh-
ed again in a
6trange, mirth-
less way which
made Natalie
shiver. Rou-slenho- ff

left
the table and
walking up to
M a r k o v i tch
looked closely
Into his wild,
staring eyes.

"You may
turn him loose
now, Ivan," he
8 a 1 d to his
brother. "He's
forgotten the
name which he
wrung from
Natalie."

"He must
have gone
mad," said
Natalie, goingover to her
husband.

"But where
are the marks?
"Why isn't hi3
face burnt like
yours?" she
asked, fiercely.

"Because.
Natalie, water
does not burn,and there was
nothing but
water and his
imagination. I
poured out the
vitriol. I putwater in its
Place."

They turned
M a r k o v i tch
loose in the
streets, then
they gathered
together their
little treasure

'Look up quick, Maruska,' she said."

what men do to those who 6teal. He stopped short at
coveting, and more than anything in the world he
coveted Natalie Ermhoff.

He had wooed her in the days when they were stu-
dents together, following her like a dog with longing,
cringing eyes, and all the time an undercurrent of
hatred mingled with his love, because all that he
wanted in the world was so very near, nd yet this
slim girl had the power to withhold It.

Many of the students he had known were rotting in
prison or slaving in Siberia, but Kousienhoff, his suc-
cessful rival, and Natalie, who had humiliated and re-

jected him, were still at libert'"". Markovitch knew
well enough that they were revolutionaries, but no
domiciliary visits, no questioning or bribing of other
students, had put into hia hands even such slight evi-
dence an would satisfy a Russian court. Yet Kousien-
hoff and Natalie were members of "The Iron Ring."

The society had not even a name by which it could
be identified, but, because of the extraordinary loyalty
of the members, and because of the band of metal
which was handed to a comrade when he had been
appointed executioner, each member thought of the
society as "The Iron Ring."

By a process of deduction, Markovitch had come
to the conclusion that Kousienhoff and Natalie must
belong to the mysterious organization. And a dreadful
plan formed In his brain, whereby he might unmask
the secret and take his revenge on the two people
whom most In the world he hated, and the pretty fool-

ing of a loving woman gave Markovitch the idea.
Tbere had been a shower of rain the afternoon on

which the lovers looked into the window of Oblonski's
furniture shop, and the edge of an awning over the
confectioner's next door was rimmed with little drops;
the sunlight came through them and left a baby rain-
bow In the heart of each. The rope which was used
for raising the awning swung near to the hand of
NataUe and the spirit of mischief entered her pretty
head.

"Look up, quick. Maruska'." she said for that is
Russian for sweetheart, and her lover, who was
standing beneath the edge of the awning with his soft
black hat in his hand, looked up, and a number of
baby rainbows fell on his face as Natalie with a merry
laugh puV.el the rope.

Kousienhoff pretended to be angry. "You have a
cruel disposition, Natalie," he accused; "that is the
torture of the Inquisition."

The girl laughed and dabbed the moisture oft tU
face with soft little touches of her handkerchief.

Markovitch had seen the little play; had heard th
words, "The torture of the Inquisition;" had noted
how the girl's hands lingered about this man the
yearning touch of a woman with an infinite capacity
for loving.

No information had come to Markovitch from his
spying, but a plan had formed in his brain. His after-
noon was not wasted.

The day after Natalie and Kousienhoff were mar-
ried Markovitch paid them a domiciliary visit in their
new home. He brought with him three men, who at
bis orders handcuffed Kousienhoff and his wife. They
were taken Into the kitchen while the sitting room was
being searched.

All the time they were in the kitchen they heard
the sound of hammering in the sitting room. "They
are taking up the floor," said Natalie.

"They will have to put it down again," said Kousien-
hoff: "it is all they will have for their trouble."

When they were taken back to the sluing room they
saw that the floor had not been disturbed, but againstthe wall a framework had been erected. Some scant-
lings had been spiked into the wall, and into the

like the rope of the awning. They held up her right
wrist and about it they fastened the end of the rope.

Markovitch took the cigar out of his mouth. "I warn
you," he said to Natalie malevolently, "not to lower
your arm." Then he dismissed his satellites, for he
did not mean to share with any one the information he
meant to extract.

Markovitch locked the door, then he returned to his
seat at the table, and fear began to invade the hearts
of the lovers.

"The reason I advised you not to lower your pretty
arm is this," he told Natalie. "If you lower it you will
pull the stopper from the flask above your husband's
head and the contents will fall on him drop by drop.
Your arm will get very tired, but when you wish to be
released you have only to give me certain information
I want about the secret society to which 3rou belong,
the names of your comrades and the plans of the
organization, then both of you will be free."

"There is no organization, Markovitch, you spying
devil!" cried Kousienhoff angrily, "but, if there was, a
few drops of water would not make me a traitor."

"I forgot to mention," answered Markovitch, in his
smooth, malevolent voice, "that it is not water. There
was water on the awning, but there is vitriol In that
flask. Surely, Natalie, you will not drop vitriol on
your dear husband's face rather than speak a few
words."

"You devil! you devil! you devil!" hissed Natalie,
writhing, yet afraid to move very much.

Kousienhoff -- went rather white and strained at hl3
bonds as a mastiff strains against his chain. A sound
Issued from his lips, more a growl than a moan, such
a sound as a strong man makes when he finds himself
helpless in the power of a weak one. Markovitch
laughed and allowed himself the luxury of a fre3h
cigar.

"You'd better speak now, my dear Natalie. Why pat
yourself to the Inconvenience of holding up your arm
so long, for when you find that the vitriol is spoiling

begin all over again. Come, the names."
. Natalie looked at the clock. It was ten minutes to

six. Markovitch took up a pen.
Natalie had opened her mouth to speak, when she

heard a heavy tread on the wooden stairs. The rooms
were on the top floor of the house; the man might be
on his way to one of the lower floors, but the hope
that it might be Ivan, faint though it was, gave the
tortured girl a little strength.

"Now he is at the second floor," she thought, and
the step3 seemed to cease; nothing moved but the

- whirling room.
"I am waiting," said Markovitch, dipping hi3 pen in

the ink
Again she opened her mouth to speak; again she

heard the steps ascending the stairs and bent her
body beneath her swaying arm. Whoever it was had
reached the landing below. Natalie heard him knock
on a fioqr. Then she moaned out a name all hope
had left her.

"I can't hear," said Markovitch, his pen poised above
the paper. "Speak louder."

"I can't speak. I can't remember anything. Take
off the rope and I will speak."

"Lower your arm if it is tired, my sweet Natalie. It
will only mean a few tears of vitriol trickling down
Kousienhoffs face."

Then he spoke a name distinctly, and at that mo-
ment the steps were heard mounting to the top floor.

"Help!" shrieked Natalie. "Help! Help! Help!"The handle turned, was shaken, relinquished. Mark-
ovitch. dropped the pen and. pulling out a revolver,faced the door with a snarL The steps backed away.

"Help!" shrieked Natalie again.
For answer the door shook with the terrific impactof a heavy body. There was a snick as when metal

rracks, but the door did not open. Again came the" Impact like a padded shell bursting the lock from its
fastening. Markovitch fired through the door and

fidan!i(fcJn!kIxi their- way. 10 America. That is,1
On

--u- u, ror lvan went back to nis rarm.
M

w oie 1Ife 13 keeping Its promise to Natalie
hut til husbanl- - The "Iron Ring" is still unbroken,a Payment In Russia and less need forsuch societies.

Lf?T lrk?vitc. be has not been deprived of allhis hunting instinct There are many flies
XLlceIL e a cas caught one he devises verycunning tortures.
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