JOHN CHILCOTE,
OR, THE
MASQUERADERS



Published @ 2017 Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd

ISBN 9780649383368

John Chilcote, or, The masqueraders by Katherine Cecil Thurston

Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilisation of this work in whole or in part in
any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented,
including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval
system, is forbidden without the permission of the publisher, Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd, PO Box
1576 Collingwood, Victoria 3066 Australia.

All rights reserved.

Edited by Trieste Publishing Pty Ltd.
Cover @ 2017

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent,
re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form or
binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition
including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

www.triestepublishing.com



KATHERINE CECIL THURSTON

JOHN CHILCOTE,
OR, THE
MASQUERADERS

ﬁTrieste






JOHN CHILCOTE

OR

THE MASQUERADERS

BY

KATHERINE CECIL THURSTON

Author of *'The Gambler” ":Tﬁa Liar, or, The Circle"
“ilhe Climaz,”

Reprinted From Blickwood's Edinburgh Magarine,

CHICAGD.
DONOHUE & OGILVIE.



JOHN CHILCOTE;

R

THE MASQUERADERS.

CHAPTER 1.

Two incidents widely different in character, yet hound
together by results, marked the night of January the
23rd. On that night the blackest fog within a four vears’
memory fell upon certain portions of London; and also
on that night came the first announcement of the border
risings against the Persian Government in the provinee
of Khorasan—the announcement that, speculated upon,
even smiled at, at the time—assumed such significance in
the light of after-events.

At eight o'clock the news bepan to spread through
the House of Commons; but at nine men in the inner
lobbies were gossiping, not so much upon how far Ruos-
sia, while ostensibly upholding the Shah, had pulled the
strings by which the insurgents danced, as upon the man-
ner in which “ The St. George's Gazette "—the Tory
evening newspaper—had seized vpon the incident and
practically shaken it in the faces of the Government.

More than once, Lakelev—the owner and editor of
" The St. George's "—had stepped out of the decorous
circle of tradition and taken a plunge into modern jour-
nalism ; but to-night he essayed deeper waters than before,
and under an almost sensational heading declared that
in this apparently innocent border rising we had less an
outcome of mere race antagonism than a first faint index
of a long-cherished Russian scheme, that was growing to
a gradual maturity under the * drift ™ policy of the pres-
ent British Government.
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The effect produced by this pronouncement, if strong,
was varied. Members of the Opposition saw, or thought
they saw, a reflection of it in the exaggerated unconcern
on the Ministerial benches: and the Government had an
uneasy sense that behind the newly kindled interest on the
other side of the House lay some mysterious scenting of
battle from afar off. PBut thovugh these impressions ran
like electricity through the atmosphere, nothing tangible
marked their passage, and the ordinary business of the
House proceeded until half-past eleven, when an adjourn-
ment was moved,

The first man to hurry from his place was John Chil-
cote, member for East Wark, He walked out of the
House quickly, with the half-furtive quickness that
marks a self-abscrbed man, and as he passed the police-
man standing stolidly under the arched doorway of the
big courtyard he swerved a little, as if startled out of his
thoughts. He realized his swerve almost hefore it was
accomplished, and pulled himself together with pervous
irritability.

“ Fogpy night, constable!™ he said with elaborate
carelessness.

“ Fogpy night, sir, and thickening up west,” responded

e man,

“ Ah, indeed!” Chilcote’s answer was vague. The
constable’s cheery voice jarred on him, and for the sec-
ond time he was conscious of a senseless irritation.
Without a further glance at the man he stepped out into
the courtyard and turned towards the main gate.

At the pateway two cab-lamps showed through the
mist of shifting fog like the eves of a great cat, and
the familiar “ Hansom, sir?" came to him indistinetly.

He paused by force of custom and. stepping forward,
had almost touched the open door of the vehicle when a
new impulse cavsed bim to draw back.

“ No,” he said hurriedly, “ No; I'll walk”

The cabman muttered, lashed his horse, and with a
clatter of hoofs and harness wheeled away, while Chil-
cote, still with uncertain hastiness, crossed the road in
the direction of Whitehall,
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About the Abbey the fog had partially lifted, and in
the railed garden that faces the Houses of Parliament
the statues were visible in a spectral way. But Chil-
cote's plance was unstable and indifferent; he skirted
the railings heedlessly, and crossing the road with the
speed of long familiarity, pained Whitehall on the left-
hand side. ]

There, the fog had dropped, and to any one looking
upward towards Trafalgar Square it would have seemed
that the chain of lamps extended little farther than the
Horse Guards, and that beyvond lay a veid.

Unconscious of this capricious alternation between
darkness and light, Chilcote continued his course. To a
close observer the mannper of his going had both interest
and suggestion, for though he walked on, apparently
self-engrossed, yet at every trivial touch or sound he
started, like 3 man whoese nervous system is painfully
overstrung,

Maintaining his haste, he went deliberately forward,
oblivious of the fact that at each step the curtain of
darkness abouot him became closer, damper, more Langi-
ble; that each second the passers-hy jostled each other
with greater frequency, while the scraps of conversation
that reached him becamne more dubions and indistinet.
Then abruptly, with a sudden realization of what had
happened, he stood quite still. Without anticipation or
preparation he had walked full into the thickness of the
fog—a thickness so dense that, as by an enchanter’s
wand, the shadowy figures of a moment before melted,
and the street lamps were sucked up into the night.

His first feeling was a sense of panic at the sudden
1solation, his second a thrill of nervous apprehension at
the oblivion that bhad allowed him to be =0 entrapped.
The second fecling out-weighed the first, IHe moved
torward, then paused again, uncertain of himself. Ti-
nally, with the consciousness that inaction was unbearable,
he moved on once more—his eves wide open, one hand
thrust outt as a protection and guide.

The fog had closed in behind as heavily as in front,
shutting off all possibility of retreat; all about him in
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the darkness was a confusion of voices—elieerful, uneer-
tain, alarmed, or angry; now and then a steeve brushed
hiz or a hand touched him tentatively. It was a strange
moment—a moment of possibilitics, to which the crunch-
ing wheels, the oaths and langhter from the blocked
traffic of the roadway, made a continuous accompani-
ment.

Keeping well to the left, he still beat on; there was a
persistence in his movements that almost amounted to
fear—a fear born of the solitude filled with innumerable
sounds, Tor a space he groped about him without result,
then his fingers touched the eold surface of a shuttered
shop-front, and a thrill of reassurance passed through
him. With renewed haste, and clinging to his landmark
as a blind man might, he started forward with a fresh
impetus.

For a dozen paces he moved rapidly and unevenly,
then the inevitable oceurred. He collided with a man
coming in the opposite direction.

The shock was abrupt. Both men swore simultane-
ously, then both laughed. The whele thing was casual,
but Chilcote was in that state of mind when even the
commonplace becomes abnormal.  The other man's execla-
mation, the other man's laugh, struck on his nerves;
coming out of the darkness, they sounded like an echo of
his own.

Yet nine out of every ten men in London, given the
same social position and the same education, might rea-
sonably be expected to express annovance or amusement
in the same manner, possibly in the same tone of voice;
and Chilcote remembered this almost at the moment of
hi¢ pervous jar.

" Beastly fog!” he said aloud. * I'm trying to get to
Grosvenor Square, but the chances seem rather small.”

The other laughed again, and again the laugh upset
Chilcote. IHe wondered uncomiortably if he was becom-
ing a prey to illusions. DBut the stranger spoke before
the question had solved itself,

* I'm afraid they are small,” he said. * It would almost
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iijlﬁ‘ hard to find one's way to the devil on a night like
1s.

Chileote made a murmur of amusement and drew back
against the shop-front.

*Yes, We can see now where the blind man scores
in the matter of salvation,” he said. ** This is almost a
repetition of the fog of six years ago. Were you out
in that?” It was a habit of his to jump from one sen-
tence to another—a habit that had grown upon him of
late.

“No.” The stranger had also groped his way towards
the shop. *“No; I was out of England six vears ago.”

“You were lucky.” Chileote turned up the collar of
his coat. “ That was an atrocious fog—as black as this
one but more general. I remember it well. It was the
night Lexington made his great sugar speech, Some of
us were found on Lambeth Bridge at three in the mom-
ing, having left the Ilouse at twelve™

Chilcote seldom indulged in reminiscences, but this
conversation with an unseen companion was moare like a
soliloquy than a dialogue. He was almest surprised
into an exclamation when the other caught up his words.

“Ah! The sugar specch!”™ he said. * Odd that T
should have been looking it up only yesterday. What
a magnifhicent dressing up of a dry subject 1t was. What
a career Lexington promised in those days.”

Chilcote chanpged his position.

“¥ou are interested in the muddle down at West-
minster? ” he asked =arcastically,

“I——7" Ti was the turn of the other to draw back.
“Oh, I read my newspaper with the other five million,
that 1s all. I am an outsider.,” His voice sounded curt;
the warmth that admiration had brought into it was sud-
denly frozen.

“An outsider ! Chilcote repeated. “ 'What an envi-
able word!"”

* Possibly—to those who are well inside the ring.
But let us go back to Lexington. What a pinnacle the
man reached—and what a drop he had! Tt has always
seemed to me an extracrdinary instance of the human
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leaven running through us all.” He paused thought-
fully; then again hiz veice sounded through the dark-
ness. Whal was the real caunse of his collapse?” he
askeed suddenly.  * Was it drugs or drink? T have often
wished to get at the truth.”

Again Chilcote changed his attitude.

“Is truth ever worth getting at?” he asked irrele-
vantly,

“ In the case of a public man—yes. He exchanges his
privacy for the interest of the masses, Ii he gives the
masses the details of his success, why not the details
of his failure? Was it drink that sucked him under?”

" Il“iln.” Chileote’s response came after a pause.

“Drugs?™

Again Chilcote hesitated. And at the moment of his
hesitation a woman brushed past him, laughing boister-
ously. The sound jarred him.

“Was il drugs?™ the stranger went on casily. 1
have alwaye had a theory that it was.”

“Yes. It was morphia.” The answer came before
Chileote had realized it. The woman’s laugh and the
stranger’s quict persistence had eontrived to draw it from
him. Instantly he had spoken he looked about him
quickly like one who has for a moment forgotten a nec-
essary vigilance,

There was silence while the other thought aver the
information. Then he spoke again, with a new touch
of vehemence,

“20 I imagined,” he said, * though, on my soul, I
scarcely credited it. To have gained so much—and to
have thrown it away for a common vice!” He made
an exclamation of disgust.

Chilcote gave an unsteady laugh. * You judge hard-
ly,” he said,

The other repeated his sound of contempt. “ Justly
so. Ne man has the right to squander what another
would give his soul for. It lessens the general respect
for power.”

“You are a believer in power?” Again Chilcote’s
tone was sarcastic, but the sarcasm sounded thin,



