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Th
:/4 ztec Ring

By JOHN FLANDERS

A story of the grim and terrible conflict that took place one
night in a pawnbroker's shop

was a hard man to deal with.

All day long women crept into
his dingy shop, spread out cloaks and
overcoats on his counter and murmured
pathetically:

“You can see it’s almost new, Mr, Gul-
lick. Can’t you give me as much as a
pound for it?”’ )

To which Joshua Gullick invariably re-
plied, like a parrot:

“Two shillings.”

Then the poor woman would burst
into tears and tell a sad story of a hus-
band out of work and little children ill.
But Joshua Gullick would repeat his
litany:

J OSHUA GULLICK the pawnbroker

“Two shillings, or you can take your
home for elderly gipsy-moths and run
along.”

In most cases it was the simple truth
that the poor woman's husband was scour-
ing the Gravesend docks without digging
up a scrap of a job to pay for the family’s
bread and tea, and that a poor kiddy or
two was coughing and moaning in a foul
cellar in Battersea or Whitechapel. And
the thing usually ended by the woman'’s
taking the two shillings and dragging
herself out of the door. But sometimes
she would call back some such bitter
prophecy as:

“God will punish you, you skinflint!”’

But Joshua Gullick, busy pinning a

W.T.—6
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ticket on the newly acquired garment, did
not worry a great deal about God.

ONB evening a man came into the
pawnbroker’s shop with a tale of wo
which at least was different from the
others.

“She can’t live another day, and I want
so much to put the chain and the little
cross back on her neck while she is still
conscious. It will be a little bit of conso-
lation: ’

Then, with a shudder, he lowered his
voice and went on:

"And when—when it's all over—I
could bring it back to you.”

Joshua Gullick answered very politely:

“Yes indeed, sir, your attachment to
your family heirlooms is a real credit to
you. But your sister got fourteen shillings
on that little ornament, so that she owes
me now, with the interest which has ac-
cumulated—Ilet’s see—two pounds four
shillings.”

"“But I tell you, sir, I haven't a penny—
at least not just now: >

“I'm sure you realize,” replied the
money-lender in the same tone of perfect
politeness, “'that I am vety sorry, especial-
ly since I knew your sister well, and
honored her for her efforts to support
herself by giving piano lessons—but busi-
ness is business, you know !

“Listen, Mr. Gullick. I don’t know
whether I told you that I've just come back
from Mexico. You know Mexico is in a
terrible way just now. I was getting on
very well there and was accumulating a
little fortune, when the revolution broke
out, and in an hour I was ruined.

"I got back here sick and despairing,
pockets empty, not knowing which way
to turn to keep from starving. And I
found my sister, my poor, gentle little
Edith, at the point of death. I know I'll
get back on my feet again——"

W.T—17
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Joshua Gullick raised his hands to
heaven—a heaven shut off by the green
ceiling from which hung a motley crew of
gibbeted overcoats, tail-coats, women’s
cloaks and capes, and costumes of every
imaginable variety.

"I am an old man, sir, and I am not in
a position to speculate on the future.”

“But I swear to you you will live long
enough to see me bring back the chain
and what I owe you on the loan.”

But the usurer shook his head energet-
ically.

“I have told you the amount of the
debt, sir. It's two pounds four exactly.
And my time is valuable.”

The man slowly drew off his thread-
bare overcoat, but Joshua Gullick stopped
him with a gesture.

“The most I could possibly let you
have on it would be four shillings, and
you would still owe me !

But he never finished his sentence. His
eye had chanced to fall on the man’s hand,
and he caught the sparkle of a gorgeous
stone..

“After all, sir, I have a soft heart, and
I should be glad to do you a service if I
could. I notice you have a handsome ring
on your finger there—oh, yes, I can see
that it’s only an imitation and that it isn't
worth much of anything, but I'm sorry for
you and I can’t—I want to help you, and
I should be willing to make a trade with
you. You let me have that ring, and I
will give you back the chain and the gold
cross——"

As this chaffering went on, it had
grown dark. The feeble, whistling, twist-
ing little gas jet did not do justice to the
change which had suddenly come over
the visitor's face, and even if it had,
Joshua Gullick would probably not have
noticed it, for he had no eyes except for
the ring. It was a beautifully shaped ses-
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pent of brown metal, encircling a stone
which emitted curious red flashes.

“Pawnbroker,” said the man slowly,
“'you say this stone is worth little or noth-
ing?”

“T'd swear it on a Bible!"” cried Gullick
cagerly.

“You take your oath to it!” said the
man in a strange low voice which to any-
body but Joshua Gullick would have been
ominous, threatening and terrible.

“I take my oath to it,” Gullick repeated
fervently.

“Here is the ring,” said the man.

Gullick scarcely knew how it hap-
pened, but the ring seemed to glide off
the visitor’s finger and around his own
before either of the two had made a ges-
ture. But he did not waste much time
wondering, he was so filled with bewil-
dered delight at the unbelievably fine
business deal he had just concluded.

THE man turned and walked slowly
toward the door, playing abstractedly
with the little chain and cross as he went.
But before he reached the threshold, he
turned back.

“Gullick,” he said, “I'm very sot-

“Bargain’s made!” snapped the pawn-
broker.

“Oh, I wasn't trying to back out,” said
the other. “But I have a feeling I ought
to warn you ’

By this time Gullick had begun to
notice the strange, suppressed excitement
in his client’s manner and the savage
flame in his eyes. The old man squinted
cautiously at the half-open drawer in
which lay a big Colt revolver with all
seven chambers loaded.

“That ring is an Aztec talisman. When
you look at it with a magnifying-glass
you can see a row of strange signs in-

scribed on the body of the serpent. The
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inscription reads that if any one ever se-
cures possession of the ring through dis-
honest means——"

“Sir,” growled the money-lender, “'do
you mean to insinuate: ’

“It was in the Mexican mountains, one
moonlight night, that I happened to meet
the Indian who owned it. He had a bad
case of fever. I had a little quinine with
me, not enough, I'm sorry to say, to——"

“Sir,” interrupted Gullick, trembling
for fear something might still happen to
separate him from his bargain, "I never
cared for stories of adventure. Good-
night!”

“But let me tell you "’

"Good-night!”

“Listen to——"

“Good-night!”

“Very well then, if you will have it
s0,” said the man, and disappeared in the
darkness and the fog.

Joshua Gullick put up his shutters.

“Y 1's strange,” he said to himself. “I
can't get the thing off my finger.”

Like many of his trade, he was an ex-
pert in precious stones. But he had never
before seen a jewel like this one. And it
was after having abandoned his fruitless
investigation and after having decided to
put the ring away in his safe, that he made
the discovery that it could not be removed
from his finger.

“My hand must be a little swollen to-
day,” he told himself.

And he set about his nightly task of
getting ready in a special portfolio the
obligations which fell due on the follow-
ing day.

On the first of next December, I promise to pay

to the order of Joshua Gullick the sum of forty
pounds——

“Good God! I'm going crazy!”

It was Gullick himself who had uttered
this cry. And he had uttered it when he
saw the leaping flame devour the note,
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which had fallen into the open fireplace
—the note which Gullick himself had
thrown into the flames!

“I'm mad!” he groaned. “I'm mad! I
threw it in with my own hands! Oh Lord,
Lord, Lord!”

A succession of frantic barks. With a
sure and steady aim, he had tossed the
whole portfolio into the fire.

He rushed to the grate, and reached for
the leather case. The flames were already
curling around it—but with a sudden
change of direction his hand had shot out
toward the open safe, and another pack-
age of notes flew into the flames.

“Mad and crazy! Mad and crazy!” he
bellowed. *“What devil is driving me?”

His hand was fumbling feverishly in
the drawers of his safe and hurling paper
after paper into the grate. All at once
Gullick remembered.

"The ring!”

Ah! the ring clung firmly to his finger,
buried in the flesh, half hidden under the
livid, swollen tissue.

“No, no,” he panted. "I don’t want
to, I don't—-"

He dragged himself across the floor on
his knees, pleading with his own hand,
which roved back and forth like a crazy
wild thing, throwing open account-books,
tearing out pages, turning keys in locks,
seizing packages of notes and tickets and
tossing them into the crackling flames.

Then a furious rage seized him. He
noticed in a corner of the room the
hatchet with which he split his little sup-
ply of kindling.

“I'll chop it off!”” he roared. “T'll chop
it off!”

With his left hand he gripped the
weapon. But the other hand, the hand
which was no longer his, tore the dan-
gerous tool free and hurled it across the
room.

What a night it was!
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Tow.uu) morning Joshua Gullick, ly-
ing exhausted against his empty safe,
glared with haggard eyes at the dying
fire, glutted with blackened scraps of pa-
per. All at once the terrible hand grew
active again. It pulled violently at his
left wrist, forced him to rise to his feet,
and after feeling around hastily, it took
possession of a pen-holder.

I, the undersigned Joshua Gullick, declare all
my debtors free of all fnancial obligation to me.
I restore all pledged articles to their owners. And
I bequeath all my property to the poor of London,
I hereby declare that no one is responsible for my
death.

Joshua Gullick stared at the paper.
Was it he who had written that? He rec-
ognized his own handwriting, his own
signature. . . .

His old stubborn shrewdness began to
come back to him a little. He saw that he
had not the physical strength to defeat
the enemy. But perhaps he could outwit
that ring finger, after all. . . .

There! His faithful left hand had
tossed the crazy paper into the fire.

The right hand seemed to hesitate for
a moment. Then it reached for the pen-
holder again, and the document was
quickly rewritten, And again—ah!—the
left hand undid the insane folly of its
fellow-member.

*Good heavens!”

The sharp claws of the right hand dug
into the tough flesh of the left. Animated
with a diabolical fury, the bewitched
hand fought and struggled with its fel-
low.

The battle was grotesque, desperate,
terrible.

Gullick tried in vain to shield his left
hand behind his back, in his pockets, un-
der the fumiture. The other always found
it, clawed it, tore it, twisted it, broke the
joints apart. Gullick suffered agonies of
pain, and all his spasmodic struggling
was unavailing.

At last the rent and broken left hand
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hung helpless. And very deliberately and
carefully, the right hand once more re-
wrote the last will and testament of
Joshua Gullick. Then, slowly, methodi-
cally, it opened the drawer of the counter
and took out the big revolver.

Joshua Gullick made no attempt at re-
sistance. His vacant, glassy eyes reflected
the yellow gaslight like the eyes of a dead
man.

The muzzle of the revolver moved up-
ward toward his temple.



